How commencement of part-time study impacts on the lifeworld of mature students by Spurin, Martin
How commencement of part-time study impacts on the 
lifeworld of mature students
SPURIN, Martin
Available from Sheffield Hallam University Research Archive (SHURA) at:
http://shura.shu.ac.uk/8502/
This document is the author deposited version.  You are advised to consult the 
publisher's version if you wish to cite from it.
Published version
SPURIN, Martin (2012). How commencement of part-time study impacts on the 
lifeworld of mature students. Doctoral, Sheffield Hallam University. 
Repository use policy
Copyright © and Moral Rights for the papers on this site are retained by the 
individual authors and/or other copyright owners. Users may download and/or print 
one copy of any article(s) in SHURA to facilitate their private study or for non-
commercial research. You may not engage in further distribution of the material or 
use it for any profit-making activities or any commercial gain.
Sheffield Hallam University Research Archive
http://shura.shu.ac.uk
1 
 
 
 
 
How commencement of part-time study 
impacts on the lifeworld of mature 
students 
 
 
 
Spurin M.J.  Ed.D    2012 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2 
 
Abstract 
 
Background and aim: The introduction of higher fees within HE may well impact on 
part-time provision from 2012. Potentially fewer students applying for courses may 
mean that university income will become reliant on students completing courses and 
so retention will assume greater significance. At the university at the centre of this 
research 62% of all withdrawals on part-time foundation degrees occur within the first 
six weeks. This study explored how nine part-time mature students experienced entry 
into HE to develop knowledge and understanding of the range and nature of that 
experience, and the reasons why withdrawal may occur.  
 
Design: Using lifeworld the study captured the lived experience of nine students. The 
participants were interviewed after they had completed six weeks of their various 
courses and then again six weeks into their second semester. 
 
Results: The lived experience of these students evidences the complexity and 
individuality of returning to education. For some of the students, entering into study 
brought the present, past and future intensely into focus. Some questioned their own 
presence in HE while managing feelings of anxiety and inferiority. Established 
individual lifeworlds were challenged as integration into the social and academic 
communities of the university were negotiated. Enabling strategies included peer 
support within the classroom and securing confirmation that they were working at the 
correct academic level. 
 
Conclusion: This study shows that the lifeworld experience of these beginning students 
is rich and diverse and cannot be encapsulated within a collective account of the 
student experience. For university engagement with students to be meaningful the 
findings of this study suggest that it needs to take account of the range of mature 
studeŶts͛ eǆpeƌieŶĐes iŶĐludiŶg eǆpeĐtatioŶs, appƌoaĐhes to studǇ, ŵotiǀatioŶ, theiƌ 
past and aspirations, to develop courses that will retain students. The accounts of 
these students indicate that if appropriate support is given during the transitional 
period to enable feelings of acceptance within the social and academic environment 
then this can make a major contribution to retention. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 
Higher education in the United Kingdom (UK) is, once again, to experience major 
change as the academic year starting September 2012 will see full-time students 
paying full fees. This coincides at a time when the number of school leavers entering 
higher education (HE) looks set to drop over the coming decade (Eastwood 2008). 
Originally, the resultant shortfall in numbers was to be boosted by non-traditional 
students; something the British Government has encouraged for many years. In 1997, 
the Dearing Report set a target of 50% of 21-30-year-olds to access higher education 
by 2010. This was always going to be a challenge as at that time a third of the adult 
population had not engaged in any formal learning since leaving school (Gorard et al. 
2006). The target was subsequently revised in 2006 by the Leitch Report: 40% of the 
working population should achieve a level 4 qualification by 2020. Since 2006, 
encouraging non-traditional students has remained high on the British GoǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s 
agenda. 
 
The framework makes it clear that the government will not relent on its 
commitment to widening participation and fair access to our universities. 
We recognise that, if we are to achieve the ambition set out in the 2006 
Leitch Report for more than 40% of the adult population to be qualified to 
level 4 or above by 2020 we must encourage more adults to enter Higher 
Education. (Higher Ambitions 2009, pi)  
 
The above report from the Department for Business Innovation & Skills, along with the 
National Student Forum (2009), recommended the improvement of opportunities for 
lifelong learning with a widening participation strategy of attracting more part-time 
mature students. This was to be encouraged by universities through the delivery of 
more flexible and part-time programmes; the very reason part-time courses were 
originally designed (Seidman 2005).  
 
In the 2009-2010 academic year the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) 
identified that there were 1,914,710 students in the UK studying higher education and 
29.4% of these were doing so on a part-time basis. Those under the age of 21 and who 
study full-time are, according to HESA, generally classified as traditional students. 
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Anyone outside this category is classed as non-traditional (Heery et al. 1996) and this, 
therefore, includes part-time mature students.  
 
Part-time students may not have to pay the same fees as full-time students from 
September 2012; however, it is likely to be the case (after the Browne Report 2010) 
that they will have to pay considerably more than they do now (Rice 2011). Therefore, 
as uŶiǀeƌsities͛ iŶĐoŵe ǁill ďe ƌeliaŶt oŶ studeŶts paǇiŶg fees, theƌe ǁill ďe tǁo 
challenges ahead: recruiting sufficient numbers on part-time courses in order for them 
to be viable, and then retaining students on these courses - the subject of retention. 
 
Retention refers to students who stay on their course as opposed to those who 
withdraw. From an institutional perspective, it is the ability to retain a student from 
admission through to graduation (Berger and Lyon 2005). According to Hagedorn 
(2005), the teƌŵs ͚ǁithdƌaǁiŶg͛ oƌ ͚dƌoppiŶg out͛ ŵeaŶ aŶǇoŶe ǁho leaǀes a Đouƌse 
prior to completing it and Ŷot ƌetuƌŶiŶg that saŵe Ǉeaƌ; ofteŶ ƌefeƌƌed to as ͚studeŶt 
attƌitioŶ͛. The ŵajoƌitǇ of HE Đouƌses aƌe ďetǁeeŶ tǁo aŶd fouƌ Ǉeaƌs iŶ leŶgth, ǁith 
most withdrawals taking place during the first year (Prescott and Simpson 2004). 
Although student attrition is an important mechanism on some professional courses 
where enrolees are ill-suited to the demands of their chosen profession, poor 
retention has financial consequences for institutions and this reflects ͞ĐoŶĐeƌŶs aďout 
the quality of the student experience͟ ;WilĐoǆ et al. 2005, p707). Attrition and the 
student experience are closely linked (Tinto 1993) as a ͞high ƌeteŶtioŶ ƌate is aŶ 
indication that an institution is meeting student expectations with regard to 
satisfaĐtioŶ͟ ;BelaŶgeƌ et al. 2002, p219). Therefore, the focus of this study is to 
explore the student experience to develop knowledge and understanding of the range 
and nature of that experience in order to identify factors that might lead to 
withdrawal. 
 
To put the aim of the investigation into context I begin in this chapter by introducing 
the university where the research was conducted. I then go on to define part-time 
mature students and, in particular, the students focused upon. Outlined are the 
courses that these students are on, the structure of these courses and the school 
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within the university that they are part of. Consideration is given to retention of 
students on part-time courses and how the subject of withdrawing relates closely to 
the experience of being a student. I then go on to establish when most withdrawals 
take place and claim, using institutional data, that the first few weeks of a course is a 
critical period for retention. I conclude by presenting the aims and objectives of this 
research and outline the structure of the dissertation. 
 
The institution 
The university where the research for this dissertation took place is a designated 
specialist higher education institution in England. It has over 7200 students with a 
breakdown of 70% Higher Education (HE) and 30% Further Education (FE). Courses on 
offer range from short craft courses and NVQs to undergraduate and Masters Degrees 
which are delivered on three regional sites. On average, 70% of the students are 
female which is higher than the national average of 62% (HESA 2012). The student 
population is drawn from an ethnically diverse profile reflecting that of the region. 
Students between the age range of 18-24 account for 70% of the total population with 
those 25 years and over making up the other 30%. Part-time students make up 28.5% 
of all HE students and of the approximate 1400 students studying on foundation 
degrees about 33% of them are registered on a part-time basis. 
 
Part-time mature students 
For more than a decade the role of the university in the UK has developed in order to 
accommodate and adapt to a mass education system. According to Rachal (2002), it is 
a system essentially designed for traditional students where education for mature 
students co-incidentally takes place within it. Yet many universities support a high 
percentage of older students, and the part-time undergraduate provision has 
increased, in recent years,  faster than the full-time provision in order to accommodate 
them (Fuller 2007). Fuller identifies that 90% of entrants on part-time undergraduate 
courses are over 25, pay their own fees and are in paid work. They are more likely to 
come from lower socio-economic backgrounds, have left school earlier and have few 
qualifications on entry. These students may have had a lengthy break from education 
and are usually in full-time jobs with other interests and responsibilities. The return to 
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eduĐatioŶ oŶ ͞paƌt-time academic study is a major life decision. It involves 
considerable investment both in financial and in personal terms, and the journey 
toǁaƌds ĐoŵpletioŶ ĐaŶ ďe loŶg aŶd deŵaŶdiŶg͟ ;Gatƌell ϮϬϬϲ, pϭͿ.  
 
McGivney (2004) also identifies common traits of mature students – 
 
... many have to learn on a part-time basis, which means that it takes 
longer to achieve their qualification goals ... mature students are more 
likely than younger ones to be living at home and attending an education 
iŶstitutioŶ Ŷeaƌ to theiƌ hoŵe ;oƌ ǁoƌkͿ. ... DepeŶdiŶg oŶ theiƌ age, adults͛ 
qualifications may be out of date and some may lack confidence in their 
ability to succeed in an education or training programme if there has been 
a lengthy interval since they last engaged in formal learning. (p34) 
 
Part-time study is often an ambiguous term. It is calculated on the basis of funding and 
does not reflect the actual time students spend studying (Jackson and Jamieson 2009). 
At this particular university, part-time study is reflected in course timetables where 
classes are attended one day per week and students take longer to complete their 
course than those on full-time programmes. A part-time student is defined as studying 
less than 120 credits per year. The participants who contributed to this research were 
those starting foundation degrees at level 4. 
 
Foundation degrees are the only higher educational route on offer to part-time 
students at levels 4 and 5 at the university and, at the time of writing, there were over 
230 students on these courses at level 4. The majority of these students study on 
courses which fall within the School of Childhood and Education. The school runs part-
tiŵe fouŶdatioŶ degƌees iŶ ͚Education with ICT͛, ͚Community Family Support͛, 
͚Integrated Services͛, ͚Playwork͛ aŶd ͚Early Years͛. EaĐh Đouƌse takes fiǀe semesters to 
complete instead of the traditional four on full-time courses. A semester is 
approximately fifteen weeks, twelve of which are teaching weeks. Therefore, taking 
into consideration Christmas, Easter and summer breaks, students starting a course in 
October 2010, for example, would finish their foundation degree in January 2013. All 
courses have progression routes to the final year of a BA (Hons) course within each 
area and this progression allows students to complete the final year of the BA (Hons) 
over four semesters on a part-time basis (two years). 
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All courses run one day per week, usually 1pm to 7pm depending on the number of 
modules scheduled per semester. Each module is timetabled as a one and a half or two 
hour session with a one-hour tutorial scheduled within the timetable. Traditionally, 
students study three modules in the first semester, three modules in the second, three 
modules in the third, two modules in the fourth and two modules in the final 
semester. Successfully completing all modules awards students 240 credits, this then 
allows them to progress on to the final year of a degree. At present, these students do 
Ŷot haǀe to paǇ foƌ theiƌ Đouƌse. The iŶstitutioŶ ͚dƌaǁs doǁŶ͛ goǀeƌŶŵeŶt fuŶdiŶg aŶd 
waives the fees. This will change in September 2012 when there will be no, or very 
little, funding to draw upon. At that time funding will be replaced by student fees as 
the main source of income, thus retaining students will be more important than ever 
before.  
 
At present each course has an attrition rate and, according to HESA (2009), 
withdrawals from the courses indentified within the School of Childhood and Education 
aƌe aǀeƌage ǁheŶ Đoŵpaƌed to ŶatioŶal ďeŶĐhŵaƌks. The pƌoďleŵ is that HE“A͛s 
statistics do not represent a clear picture as regards student attrition because not all 
withdrawals are included in the data they provide.  
 
In 2009, the following statement Đould ďe fouŶd oŶ HE“A͛s ǁeďsite: 
 
Students may leave higher education at various times during their first 
year, or simply not return after the end of the year. When a student leaves 
very early in the academic year, there may be reasons for this, which are 
unconnected with the course or the institution. To allow for this, students 
who are recorded as leaving before 1 December in their first academic year 
have been removed from the figures. (HESA 2009) 
 
This statement has since been removed although the rule still applies. This means that 
any student who leaves their course during the first eight weeks is not counted in the 
figures. They are just removed as if they did not enrol. Therefore, withdrawal figures 
tend to be much higher in reality than those shown in HE“A͛s statistics. 
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Rationale for the research 
In 2010, I examined the withdrawals of all part-time students on foundation degrees at 
the university between 2003 and 2008. I found that few withdrawals took place after 
the first year. However, the withdrawals that did take place throughout the first year 
were as follows (table 1.1): 
 
Academic year Students withdrawn 
during first year 
Students withdrawn in  
during first six weeks 
Withdrawal rate in 
first six weeks 
2003-2004 72 36 50% 
2004-2005 69 41 59% 
2005-2006 61 48 79% 
2006-2007 81 52 64% 
2007-2008 93 55 59% 
2008-2009 78 49 63% 
Table1.1 - Withdrawal Rates 
From the 2005-2006 academic year courses started in February as well as in 
September. The figures in table 1.1 have therefore accounted for this.  
 
The figures given do include students who had enrolled, but were not seen again or did 
not return after the induction. These make up, on average, 15% of total withdrawals. 
This leaves just over 47% of students withdrawing between week One and week Six 
(62% combined). They will, at the very least therefore, have probably attended the 
induction and the first week of their course. What is established here is that most 
ǁithdƌaǁals that take plaĐe duƌiŶg studeŶts͛ fiƌst Ǉeaƌ aĐtuallǇ oĐĐuƌ ǁithiŶ the fiƌst siǆ 
weeks. 
 
The reasons for withdrawal are often not obtained by the university and those which 
are provided by students tend not to be a true reflection (McGivney 2004). My 
intention was to focus on students whilst on their course and conduct research in line 
with Roberts (2011): 
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While it is duly noted that these students have not dropped out, in trying 
to better understand student retention the central concern here is 
identifying and raising awareness of issues that could potentially lead to 
negative experiences and subsequent attrition. (p184) 
 
The data in Table 1.1 led me to consider the student experience and how entering 
higher education impacts on their lifeworld: the sense of self, how individuals feel 
physically and emotionally, how relationships may alter, their hopes and ambitions and 
how the past and the future plays a part in the present (Ashworth 2003a). In this way it 
contributes to practice by establishing a greater understanding of why the early weeks 
of a course are a critical time for retaining students.  
 
The Research 
 
Title: 
How commencement of part-time study impacts on the lifeworld of mature students. 
 
Research questions:  What impact does entering HE have on the lifeworld of (mature) students?  Does an understanding of the lifeworld of students identify factors that might 
lead to withdrawal? 
 
Aim: 
To explore the impact on the lifeworld of students within the first six weeks of their 
part-time higher education programme in order to identify factors in the student 
experience that might lead to withdrawal. 
 
Objectives: 
To:  select and justify a methodology that will best capture the student experience.  place the student voice at the centre of the research.  capture the individuality and diversity of the student experience through the 
fractions of the lifeworld. 
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 critically review the literature that has focused on students returning to higher 
education in adulthood.  contribute to knowledge by providing and analysing data to assess why the first 
few weeks are a critical period for retention.  enable the student voice to impact on course development. 
 
The approach taken for this research is not a traditional one and I have broken it down 
into seven chapters. In Chapter:  Two, I discuss the methodology and justify the structure of the dissertation.  Three, I present and analyse three individual lifeworld accounts using lifeworld 
fractions.  Four, I review the literature that has explored the experience of mature students 
in higher education.  Five, the experiences of all nine participants in the study are discussed in relation 
to the literature.  Six, I introduce the conceptual and theoretical framework adopted in this 
dissertation and apply the data to these frameworks.  Seven, I make my conclusions and show how the findings contribute to practice. I 
then evaluate the project by presenting my own reflections on the research 
journey. 
 
In this introductory chapter I have identified the changes ahead in higher education 
and how retention and the student experience may become more important 
considerations for universities in the future. I have argued that the first few weeks of a 
course are a critical period in terms of retention and have presented the aims and 
objectives of the research. In the following chapter I present the methodology. I 
discuss the decisions taken throughout the research process and expound the 
structure of the dissertation. 
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Chapter Two: Methodology 
 
History has shown that social science research has evolved into two schools, often 
referred to as quantitative and qualitative, or positivism and non-positivism. These 
schools are founded on different ontological and epistemological understandings and 
generally associate themselves with contrasting concepts and methods. Traditionally, 
in the positivist tradition, a quantitative approach is adopted to explain phenomena, 
whereas the non- or post-positivist aims to describe and explore in-depth phenomena 
from a qualitative, interactive, interpretive, humanistic perspective (Crossan 2003). 
Roberts (2002) suggests that researchers often combine the two approaches, while 
Miles aŶd HuďeƌŵaŶ ;ϭϵϵϭͿ ďelieǀe ͞it is gettiŶg haƌdeƌ to fiŶd aŶǇ ŵethodologists 
solidlǇ eŶĐaŵped iŶ oŶe episteŵologǇ oƌ the otheƌ͟ ;pϮϬͿ.  IŶ faĐt, the ĐhoiĐe is Ŷot 
the issue: 
 
From the point of view of the nonfoundationalist epistemology, there is 
little difference between qualitative and quantitative inquiry. Bad work of 
either kind is equally to be deplored and good work of either kind is still – 
at best – only tentative. But the good work in both cases will be objective, 
in the sense that it has been opened up to criticism, and the reasons and 
evidence offered in both cases will have withstood scrutiny. (Phillips 1993, 
p70) 
 
Hoǁeǀeƌ, ǁheŶ it Đoŵes to studǇiŶg huŵaŶ ďehaǀiouƌ, ͞a ŵajoƌ ĐƌitiĐisŵ of the 
positivist approach is that it does not provide the means to examine human beings and 
their behaviours in an in-depth ǁaǇ͟ ;CƌossaŶ ϮϬϬϯ, pϱϭͿ. The ƌeasoŶ foƌ this is 
possibly because it often analyses behaviour from a stimulus-response perspective 
rather than the inner workings of the individual (Hough 2010). In light of these views, I 
felt a qualitative approach with the focus on individual lifeworld accounts appropriate 
for this study because the methodology can capture the uniqueness of individual 
experiences at a depth necessary for a study of this nature. 
 
Whilst this investigation attempts to conform to the rigours and objectivity associated 
with any good research, the principle philosophical motives for which the research is 
based need to be clarified. There is a degree of subjectivity that is involved in all social 
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science research, the nature of which means that neither the subject nor the 
researcher can be totally objective. Positivists seek to ensure that the conditions under 
which research is conducted can be controlled and replicated. In the social sciences, it 
can often be difficult to achieve such conditions, if so desirable, because the social 
sĐieŶĐe ƌeseaƌĐheƌ is ofteŶ usiŶg the aĐtoƌ͛s fƌaŵe of ƌefeƌeŶĐe to uŶdeƌstaŶd huŵaŶ 
behaviour (Douglas 1976). By nature of the subjectivity involved it is important to 
discuss the philosophy behind the process chosen for this investigation. 
 
Before any research is conducted the interrelationship of core components of the 
social research process: ontology, epistemology, methodology and methods have to be 
identified and set in place. It is argued that the directional relationships between these 
terminologies should be understood and clarified by the researcher (Hay 2002; Burgess 
et al. 2006). This is because the decisions about the process of the research have their 
foundations firmly set on an ontological platform and, along with the epistemological 
perspective, contains the assumptions of what social reality consists of – the starting 
point of this chapter. According to Koch and Harrington (1997), the whole journey is a 
reflexive exercise; therefore, the subjective issues associated between the researcher 
and the research will be extracted and discussed. This is followed by a justification of 
why a phenomenological enquiry was decided upon as an appropriate vehicle for this 
type of journey, and I argue why descriptive phenomenology was deemed to be an 
appropriate methodology to adopt. Issues of objectivity are raised within any 
investigation. How this was considered will be discussed with reference to the 
Husserlian method of bracketing and how this has determined the process, as well as 
the stƌuĐtuƌe of the disseƌtatioŶ. As it is aŶ iŶǀestigatioŶ iŶto studeŶts͛ lifeǁoƌlds, I go 
on to clarify the interpretation of lifeworld research that was adopted here. I then 
explain why I felt that interviews were an appropriate method to capture the student 
experience and how they were arranged and conducted. The participants interviewed 
in the sample are then presented. This leads me to confront the ethical issues 
inescapably attached to the investigation as I assess the power-dynamic relationship 
between myself, as the researcher, and those who were participants. I discuss the 
considerations and the steps taken to alleviate this. I then go on to discuss the issues 
involved with transcribing the interviews and then the procedure adopted for data 
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analysis using lifeworld fractions. I conclude the chapter by discussing reliability and 
validity in social science research and where the data stands in light of its 
generalisability.  
 
Ontology, epistemology and methodology 
Ontology, according to Cohen et al. (2000), is aďout the Ŷatuƌe of eǆisteŶĐe. ͞We aƌe 
beings in amongst and inseparable from a world of being, existences in an existing 
ǁoƌld, aŶd it is fƌoŵ theƌe that ǁe staƌt͟ ;Heideggeƌ 1962, cited in Magee 1987, p258). 
Heideggeƌ͛s oŶtologiĐal philosophǇ is ďased oŶ hoǁ huŵaŶ ďeiŶgs ƌelate to theiƌ 
world. According to Dahlberg et al. (2008), that is what ontology is about: the science 
of being in general, thus embracing such issues as the nature of existence. It addresses 
questions such as: What is the world? What is human? What is existence? – It is, 
according to Crotty (1998), the study of being.  
 
IŶtegƌated ǁithiŶ Heideggeƌ͛s oŶtologiĐal philosophǇ, that we are inseparable from the 
world, is the notion of soĐial ĐoŶstƌuĐtiǀisŵ ǁhiĐh suppoƌts Heideggeƌ͛s (1962) further 
assumption that individual realities are invariably influenced by the world in which 
they live. In fact, anything interpreted and said about past events is a construction 
(Andrew 2004). The social constructivist ontology disputes the opposing objectivist 
notion that social phenomena and their meaning have an existence that is 
iŶdepeŶdeŶt of soĐial aĐtoƌs ;BƌǇŵaŶ ϮϬϬϭͿ. Theƌefoƌe, ͞ĐoŶstƌuĐtiǀisŵ desĐƌiďes the 
individual human subject engaging with objects in the world and making sense of 
theŵ͟ ;CƌottǇ ϭϵϵϴ, pϴϯͿ, ƌelǇiŶg oŶ peoples͛ ǀieǁ of the ǁoƌld ;Cƌessǁell ϮϬϬϯͿ. Heƌe, 
eaĐh paƌtiĐipaŶt͛s lifeǁoƌld is at the Đoƌe of the iŶǀestigatioŶ aŶd the ǁaǇ eaĐh ŵakes 
sense of the world is as valid and worthy of respect as any other. This, I believe, falls 
within my ontological perspective of idealism; ͞that ƌealitǇ is oŶlǇ kŶoǁaďle thƌough 
the huŵaŶ ŵiŶd aŶd thƌough soĐiallǇ ĐoŶstƌuĐted ŵeaŶiŶgs͟ ;“Ŷape aŶd “peŶĐeƌ 
2003, p13). Therefore, the contributions of participants are to be accepted as accounts 
of individually constructed existence as each has assembled his or her own meaning of 
the student experience. It is how individuals have made sense of their socially 
ĐoŶstƌuĐted ǁoƌld as it foĐuses ͞eǆĐlusively on the meaning-making activity of the 
iŶdiǀidual ŵiŶd͟ ;CƌottǇ ϭϵϵϴ, pϱϴͿ.  
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Leading on from ontology is epistemology - the theory of knowledge and how it can be 
gained (Blaikie 1993). My position is that as individuals make their own meanings of 
their experience, the best way to access these is by being in conversation with them. 
For my part, I do not really know what they are going through, what they are 
experiencing, how they are interpreting their experience, or how it impacts on their 
lifeworld. I do know that it is theirs and, therefore, from a humanistic perspective, is 
important to them (Hough 2010).  
 
In light of this, the study adopts a research perspective which relates very closely to 
the ontological perspective discussed and accordingly seeks the experiences of 
individual students in relation to their lifeworld. The methodology is therefore 
concerned with how knowledge of the social world is gained; in other words the 
procedure or method adopted as a means to collect data. Without consideration it 
can, according to Stubblefield et al. (2002, p150Ϳ, ͞ƌesult iŶ ƌeseaƌĐh that is aŵďiguous 
iŶ its puƌpose, stƌuĐtuƌe aŶd fiŶdiŶgs͟. It aiŵs to desĐƌiďe aŶd aŶalǇse these ŵethods 
acknowledging their limitations (Cohen et al. 2000). There is no single best method for 
soĐial sĐieŶĐe ƌeseaƌĐh; ͞theƌe is siŵplǇ diffeƌeŶtial fitŶess foƌ puƌpose͟ ;Goƌaƌd ϮϬϬϰ, 
p2). It is not about why one approach appeared to be the best method, but how and 
why this method was the most appropriate in the context and purpose of this 
particular inquiry (Clough and Nutbrown 2002). The methodology appropriate for this 
research falls within the qualitative category. 
 
Phenomenology 
Qualitative research, whether it be educational or in other fields, is often used to 
uŶdeƌstaŶd peoples͛ eǆpeƌieŶĐes of the ǁoƌld ;“ilǀeƌŵaŶ ϮϬϬϲͿ. This study was to 
understand the lived experience of a small group of individual students to develop an 
in-depth description of what their experience meant to them. A methodology often 
used and appropriate for this type of research is phenomenology. This is closely 
related to my ontological stance as it regards people as creative interpreters of events 
who, through their actions and interpretations, make sense of their worlds 
(Denscombe 2007). It captures attitudes and beliefs, feelings and emotions. It places 
eŵphasis oŶ iŶdiǀiduals͛ peƌsoŶal eǆpeƌieŶĐes ;O͛LeaƌǇ ϮϬϬϰͿ. It is Ŷot pƌiŶĐipallǇ 
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concerned with explaining the causes of things, but provides a description of how 
things are experienced by individuals. 
 
Natural sciences operate from ideal principles in that they presuppose that 
objects that exist in time and space are real, that they actually exist, yet 
there is no evidence that objects are real; apart from our subjective 
experience of them. (Moustakas 1994, p46) 
 
An objective of phenomenological analysis is to understand the phenomena better 
than before the research (Dahlberg et al. ϮϬϬϴͿ, aŶd it is deƌiǀed fƌoŵ Husseƌl͛s 
philosophy that - 
 
experience as perceived by human consciousness has value and should be 
an object of scientific study. Husserl believed that subjective information 
should be important to scientists seeking to understand human motivation 
because human actions are influenced by what people perceive to be real. 
(Lopez and Willis 2004, p727) 
 
The approach is about studying phenomenon. This has its origins from the Greek word 
phaenestai (to flare up, to show itself, to appear) and the word pahino (to bring to 
light, to show itself in itself). What appears in consciousness is the phenomenon 
(Moustakas 1994). Science is empirical and at the centre is human experience of those 
who engage with the world (Matthews 2006). Phenomenology returns to experience in 
order to obtain comprehensive descriptions. These in turn provide the basis of 
reflective structural analysis that portrays the essences of the experience; descriptions, 
Ŷot eǆplaŶatioŶs ;Moustakas ϭϵϵϰͿ. ͞It is oŶlǇ ǁheŶ ǁe ƌetuƌŶ to the thiŶgs 
themselves that we recognise how the world is a lived experience rather than an 
oďjeĐt to ďe studied͟ ;LaŶgdƌidge ϮϬϬϳ, pϭϮͿ. At the ƌoot of pheŶoŵeŶologǇ is the 
intent to understand phenomena through descriptions by those who experience them. 
For this investigation the ontological assumption (of how the world is) is that the 
nature of reality is the product of an individual consciousness and constructed by 
social beings. At the core is perception, regarded as the primary source of knowledge; 
a source, according to Moustakas (1994), which cannot be doubted as what appears in 
consciousness is the phenomenon. 
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Phenomenology is about consciousness, it is not something outside consciousness and 
as Dahlberg et al. ;ϮϬϬϴ, pϯϰͿ ideŶtifǇ: ͞thiŶgs that ǁe aƌe Đlosest to aƌe the thiŶgs 
ŵost hiddeŶ͟. This iŵplies that ŵuĐh of ouƌ eǆpeƌiences are not reflected upon or 
confronted for meaning until possibly someone brings it to consciousness through 
questioning in conversation. According to Stevens et al. (1993), it can be said that 
phenomenology underpins all qualitative research because it concentrates on 
iŶdiǀiduals͛ iŶteƌpƌetatioŶs of theiƌ oǁŶ eǆpeƌieŶĐe. “teǀeŶs et al. (1993) go on to 
Đlaiŵ ͞that ǁheŶ authoƌs ǁƌite aďout Ƌualitatiǀe ƌeseaƌĐh theǇ aƌe iŶ faĐt ǁƌitiŶg 
aďout the pheŶoŵeŶologiĐal ŵethod͟ ;pϰϭͿ, ďeĐause esseŶtiallǇ it is about people and 
hoǁ theǇ ŵake seŶse of theiƌ eǆisteŶĐe. As CƌottǇ states ;ϭϵϵϴ, pϭϬͿ, ͞it ďeĐoŵes a 
world of meaning only when meaning-ŵakiŶg ďeiŶgs ŵake seŶse of it͟. The 
experiences of others then enrich our own (Snow 2009). But before I discuss the form 
of phenomenology adopted it is important to reflect on my own circumstances and 
perspectives as a researcher.  
 
Reflexivity 
The tensions that are inherent between the ontological perspective and the 
methodology are based on the fact that the researcher or researchers already share 
their world with those whom they are researching and can only interpret, understand 
and make sense of their findings from their own frame of reference (Capurro 2000). It 
is impossible, as Silverman (2006) acknowledges, to escape the authoƌ͛s assuŵptioŶs, 
preferences and prejudices. Any research method adopted will be very much 
influenced by ontological and epistemological positions initially guided by the values of 
the researcher (Crotty 1998). Greenback (2003) questions value-free positions and 
refers to Carr (1995) who believes that those who conclude that they are value-neutral 
aƌe just ͞deludiŶg theŵselǀes͟ ;pϳϵϮͿ. This is ďeĐause ͞Ŷo ŵatteƌ hoǁ ǁell desigŶed ... 
we are constantly carrying a baggage of beliefs, assumptions, inclinations and 
appƌoaĐhes to ƌealitǇ͟ ;AŶdeƌsoŶ aŶd AƌseŶault ϭϵϵϴ, pϭͿ. The ďaggage is ǁith us 
ďefoƌe ǁe staƌt the jouƌŶeǇ as ͞all ƌeseaƌĐh ŶeĐessaƌilǇ staƌts fƌoŵ a peƌsoŶ͛s ǀieǁ of 
the world, which is shaped by the experience one brings to the research pƌoĐess͟ ;Gƌiǆ 
2002, p170). It is not as if we can drop the baggage off and pick it up on our return. 
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DeŶziŶ aŶd LiŶĐolŶ ;ϮϬϬϯͿ suggest that ͞ďehiŶd the teƌŵs staŶds the peƌsoŶal 
biography of the researcher, who speaks from a particular class, gender, cultural and 
ethŶiĐ ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ peƌspeĐtiǀe͟ ;pϮϵͿ. TheǇ go oŶ to saǇ that  
 
any gaze is always filtered through the lenses of language, gender, social 
class, race, and ethnicity... There are no objective observations, only 
observations socially situated in the worlds of – and between – the 
observer and the observed. (p31) 
 
Therefore, perhaps inevitably, my research reflects my own values, beliefs and 
perspective. Even if a positivist methodology had been chosen, the fact would remain 
that ďehiŶd aŶǇ ƌeseaƌĐh ͞there is a human being ... simply by being there we 
influence the research that is being created͟ (Etherington 2006, p85). The challenge of 
this research is to put them to one side. For my part, I have to be conscious of being 
͞ƌefleĐtiǀe aďout the ǁaǇs iŶ ǁhich ... questions, methods and ... subject position 
ŵight iŵpaĐt oŶ the psǇĐhologiĐal kŶoǁledge pƌoduĐed iŶ a ƌeseaƌĐh studǇ͟ 
(Langdridge 2007, pp58-59).  My area of interest has, for many years, been about 
adults returning to education. However, I cannot escape the knowledge I have in 
advance as I approach this subject (Hegelund 2005). I accept, and am careful of, how 
pƌioƌ kŶoǁledge ĐaŶ ͞Đo-opt and corrupt our vision because we are likely to share 
ŵaŶǇ of ouƌ suďjeĐts͛ ďeliefs aŶd assuŵptioŶs͟ ;“Đott ϭϵϵϱ, p151). 
 
On the one hand, we cannot research something with which we have no 
contact, from which we are completely isolated. All researchers are to 
some degree connected to a part of the object of their research. And 
depending on the extent and nature of these connections, questions arise 
as to when the results of the research are artefacts on the research 
process. For these reasons, considerations of reflexivity are important for 
all forms of research. (Davies 1999, p3) 
 
I am aware of many related issues. For example, the students who take part-time 
courses at the institution at the centre of this research are predominately female and 
the ethnicity of students is traditionally mixed. The way that I introduced and 
presented ŵǇself aŶd ŵǇ ƌeseaƌĐh at studeŶts͛ iŶduĐtioŶs to iŶǀite ǀoluŶteeƌs had to 
be carefully thought out using language that did not further extenuate my position as 
the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ as ͞ǁe alǁaǇs speak fƌoŵ soŵeǁheƌe, fƌoŵ a positioŶ depeŶdeŶt oŶ 
our history and Đultuƌe͟ ;LaŶgdƌidge ϮϬϬϳ, pϰϮͿ. Hoǁeǀeƌ, ŵǇ self-perceived empathy 
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and understanding of these students, I felt, could overcome to some extent any 
barriers that may have existed between us. Using Merlaeu-PoŶtǇ͛s aŶalogǇ - ͞ǁe ĐaŶ 
understand geography only because we know what it is to experience a landscape – 
ǁe aƌe the aďsolute souƌĐe͟ ;Mattheǁs ϮϬϬϲ, pϭϲͿ. Foƌ all higheƌ eduĐatioŶ Đouƌses I 
have studied on, I have always done so as a mature student. I am not an isolated 
inquirer trying, as Capurro (2000, pϴϬͿ puts it, ͞to ƌeaĐh otheƌs oƌ the outside ǁoƌld 
fƌoŵ his oƌ heƌ eŶĐapsulated ŵiŶd͟; I aŵ alƌeadǇ shaƌiŶg the ǁoƌld ǁith otheƌs. 
Hammersley (1993) recognises that it is only those who are involved in a chosen 
ƌeseaƌĐh suďjeĐt ǁho ĐaŶ ͞tƌulǇ uŶdeƌstaŶd it ...  The argument is founded on the idea 
that direct experience of, or closeness to, a phenomena, gives one valid knowledge of 
it͟ ;pϮϭϳͿ.  
 
͞‘eseaƌĐh as a puƌelǇ oďjeĐtiǀe aĐtiǀitǇ ƌeŵoǀed fƌoŵ all politiĐs aŶd poǁeƌ is a ŵǇth͟ 
;O͛LeaƌǇ ϮϬϬϰ, pϰϮͿ. There are many aspects I have to confront and be aware of. Social 
status, education, language and even my age all have to be reflected upon as much as 
possible throughout the process and not just at the data generation phase (Koch and 
Harrington 1997). Therefore, I have to acknowledge these points and aim to be as 
objective as I possibly can. Eisner (1993) recognises that all knowledge is construction 
and as we have no direct knowledge of the world there is a need for objectivity in the 
sense of being fair and open to all sides throughout the process. Eisner (1993) 
ĐoŶĐludes that as faƌ as possiďle: ͞We ǁaŶt to ďe oďjeĐtiǀe iŶ ouƌ ǀieǁs, oďjeĐtiǀe iŶ 
ouƌ ŵethods, aŶd aďoǀe all to haǀe oďjeĐtiǀe kŶoǁledge … we want to see and to tell 
it like it is͟ ;pϰϵͿ. It ǁas this that determined that descriptive phenomenology was 
appropriate for this research. 
 
Although objectivity is impossible to achieve it is something, I believe, which should be 
strived for (Spurin 2011). However, Phillips (1993) emphasises that objectivity, 
although more rational, should not be linked to certainty and goes on to state that 
͞Ŷeitheƌ suďjeĐtiǀitǇ oƌ oďjeĐtiǀitǇ has aŶ eǆĐlusiǀe stƌaŶglehold oŶ tƌuth͟ ;pϲϭͿ. MaǇ 
(2001) argues that a goal of scientific investigation has to be objectivity, but this can 
only be above criticism if values are kept out. He questions whether it is possible or 
desirable to suspend our sense of belonging as these are fundamental to social life. If 
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objectivity is to be strived for then central to maintaining objectivity is the strategy of 
bracketing (Koch and Harrington 1997). Descriptive and especially interpretive 
phenomenology acknowledge the difficulty of bracketing presuppositions and 
although both camps believe that it is not possible to achieve totally, both stress the 
need to try through what they call the epoché.  
 
The epoché 
The phenomenological reduction, based on the epoché (suspension of judgments) was 
the method Husserl advocated in trying to return to consciousness to obtain absolute 
certain knowledge (Langer 1998). It is the case whereby the researcher sheds all prior 
personal knowledge in order to grasp the essential lived experience of those studied. It 
is argued that for this reason a detailed literature review should not be conducted 
prior to a descriptive phenomenological investigation (Lopez and Willis 2004). 
Adopting a phenomenological methodology means to set aside, or bracket off, the 
ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s oǁŶ ǀalues aŶd pƌeĐoŶĐeptioŶs so as to pƌeseŶt eǆpeƌieŶĐe iŶ its puƌest 
form. Kvale (1996) acknowledges that it ͞does Ŷot iŶǀolǀe aŶ aďsolute absence of 
presuppositions, ďut ƌatheƌ a ĐƌitiĐal aŶalǇsis of oŶe͛s oǁŶ pƌesuppositioŶs͟ ;pϱϰͿ. MǇ 
own position on this is in line with the following quote: 
 
I cannot withdraw totally into my subjectivity and sever all ties with the 
world I am conscious of. I am not, as a subject, outside time and space. 
Merleau-Ponty says it is impossible to withdraw from the world totally (a 
complete reduction). But we can relax the ties which bind us to things in 
our practical dealings with them. (Matthews 2006, p17) 
 
Ashworth (1996) acknowledges that the epoché is very difficult to perform consistently 
aŶd that ͞ďƌacketing is an arduous exercise but one which must be painstakingly 
carried out if research is to genuinely enter the lifeǁoƌld͟ ;pϭϲͿ. Dahlďeƌg et al. (2008) 
iŶ ƌefeƌeŶĐe to ďƌaĐketiŶg use the ǁoƌd ͚opeŶŶess͛ iŶ lifeǁoƌld ƌeseaƌĐh. Although still 
going back to the things themselves it is the capacity to be surprised as well as 
sensitive to the unpredicted and unexpected. ͞It eŶtails ďoth assuŵiŶg a staŶĐe of 
vulnerable engagement with a phenomenon while maintaining a disinterested 
atteŶtiǀeŶess͟ ;pϵϵͿ. TheǇ go oŶ to ŵeŶtioŶ aďout hoǁ the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ ŵust dis-learn 
habits of attention and adopt an attitude of alertness through bracketing. It is the 
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ƌestƌaiŶiŶg of oŶe͛s pƌe-understandings in the form of personal beliefs, theories and 
other assumptions that could mislead the understanding of meaning.  
 
The challenge of the epoché to ourselves, is to allow whatever is before us 
in consciousness to disclose itself so that we may see with new eyes in a 
naive and completely open manner ... a process inclined toward 
receptiveness ... rarely perfectly achieved. (Moustakas 1994, p86) 
 
I have not found any author or researcher who believes that bracketing can be fully 
achieved and I am not advocating that I can achieve it where others have not. In fact, I 
have had a continual battle to separate myself from the topic. At times it meant 
constantly bringing to consciousness the thought of dissociation when examining data. 
 
Dissociation enables you to distance yourself from your feelings as you take 
oŶ the peƌspeĐtiǀe of aŶ oďseƌǀeƌ … WheŶ people aƌe dissoĐiated, theǇ͛ƌe 
apt to be analysing the experiences and thinking about what is going on 
rather than being involved in it. (Andreas and Faulkner 1996, pp185-186) 
 
͞The ĐhalleŶge is to let the thiŶgs ǁe eǆpeƌieŶĐe appeaƌ iŶ ouƌ ĐoŶsĐiousŶess as if foƌ 
the first time. This freshness of vision requires us to become aware of our 
pƌesuŵptioŶs aŶd pƌejudiĐes͟ ;LaŶgdƌidge ϮϬϬϳ, pϭϵͿ. This, however, is an ongoing 
pursuit throughout the research process and not just at the data collection stage as I 
constantly have to assess the assumptions that I bring to any given situation. How 
much can be truly bracketed has been extensively debated within phenomenology and 
I am not naïve to believe that it can be achieved fully, because I cannot be aware of all 
my preconceptions in advance. As Smith et al. (2009) identify - ͞I doŶ͛t ŶeĐessaƌilǇ 
know which part of my fore-structure is relevant – having engaged I might know better 
ǁhat ŵǇ pƌeĐoŶĐeptioŶs ǁeƌe͟ ;pϮϱͿ. Foƌ ŵe, Smith et al. (2009) here sum up my 
experience of bracketing. At times it has taken others, especially doctoral supervisors, 
to help me reflect on the process and see where my analysis was influenced by my 
own beliefs instead of the data presented before me. It meant a continual reflection 
on the application of bracketing and being aware of any bias (Gadamer 1975). 
 
The epoché process inclines me toward receptiveness. I am more readily 
able to meet something or someone and to listen and hear whatever is 
ďeiŶg pƌeseŶted, ǁithout ĐolouƌiŶg the otheƌ͛s ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ ǁith ŵǇ 
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own habits of thinking, feeling, and seeing, removing the usual ways of 
labelling or judging, or comparing. I am ready to perceive and know the 
phenomenon from its appearance and presence. (Moustakas 1994, p89) 
 
This reference confirms to me that in order to get closer to the epoché then a 
descriptive phenomenological methodology would aid the transparency. The quest is 
to find out what it is like for students starting a level 4 course and the reason for this 
choice of topic is because I do not know, and I do not believe institutions really know 
either, what the experience is like for these students. Therefore, it is about being open 
to whatever I am confronted with and this is at the core of the phenomenological 
attitude (Finlay 2008b). The process of bracketing is essential as it is intended, as Smith 
et al. ;ϮϬϬϵͿ highlight ͞to lead the iŶƋuiƌeƌ aǁaǇ fƌoŵ distƌaĐtioŶ aŶd ŵisdiƌeĐtioŶ of 
their own assumptions and preconceptions, and back towards the essence of their 
eǆpeƌieŶĐe of a pheŶoŵeŶoŶ͟ ;pϭϰͿ. 
 
Process and structure of the research 
Bracketing played a significant part in the research. I was aware of literature on the 
subject of mature students returning to education as I had used this as a topic for a 
previous doctoral assignment. This helped me identify the gap in the literature. From 
that point the literature was not revisited before data collection or the presentation 
and analysis of it using lifeworld fractions had taken place. Ashworth (1999) argues 
that conducting a literature review early can alter the emphasis of the research by 
searching for the causes of a phenomenon instead of examining the phenomenon in its 
appearance as a human experience. Hence, the methodology and analysis of the nine 
applicants was written before the literature review. The structure of the dissertation 
therefore reflects these stages of the research. 
 
On returning to the literature I found that there was a need to incorporate research on 
the subject of retention as this is closely associated with the student experience (Tinto 
1993, Belanger 2002). It was then that the conceptual and theoretical framework 
emerged. Therefore, they were bracketed out throughout the data collection and 
presentation stage simply because I was totally unaware of them. It was at this point 
that the literature review was written (Chapter Four).  
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Although three lifeworld accounts had been part of the data analysis chapter (the 
other six are in the appendices) I still wanted to show the value of all nine participants. 
As students had volunteered and shared their experience I felt it important that this 
was reflected in the main body. Therefore, in Chapter Five this discussion takes place 
in relation to the literature.  
 
Throughout the analysis I found that incorporation and retention became integral in 
understanding the link between the student experience and retention. Therefore, in 
Chapter Six I introduce the conceptual and theoretical framework and show how the 
data relates to these. This is why the dissertation does not follow a traditional order 
which is often the case with the presentation of phenomenological research 
(Langdridge 2007). The structure is therefore influenced by the bracketing process and 
presented in the order that the main chapters were written. 
 
͚We ǁant to see and to tell it like it is͛ - descriptive phenomenology 
This phrase of Eisner (1993, p49) is the essence of descriptive phenomenology as it 
focuses on how people come to see things (Dahlberg et al. 2008). It is categorised as 
descriptive research, according to Walsh (2001), as it is studeŶts͛ Đoŵprehensive 
description of their experience which is at the forefront and replicated in this 
iŶǀestigatioŶ. ͞BǇ adoptiŶg a stƌiĐtlǇ desĐƌiptiǀe appƌoaĐh, ǁe ĐaŶ let the pheŶoŵeŶa 
speak foƌ theŵselǀes͟ ;Gioƌgi ϭϵϴϱ, Đited iŶ Moustakas ϭϵϵϰ, pϭϯͿ, and this approach 
is at the Đoƌe of Husseƌl͛s philosophǇ (1970). I believe that a descriptive, rather than an 
interpretive, phenomenological approach helps deal with the subjective issues relating 
to the researcher as discussed above.  
 
Descriptive phenomenology analysis works solely with the data. Although it does not 
mean that it cannot involve a theoretical framework from the start, descriptive 
phenomenology prefers not to incorporate one which can then influence the process. I 
concur with this philosophy. Trying to interpret or read into things excessively can 
result in being too subjective in judging what is important and what is not relevant, 
ǁhat HegeluŶd ;ϮϬϬϱͿ Đalls ͞daŶgeƌous suďjeĐtiǀitǇ͟ ;pϲϱϲͿ.  The pƌoďleŵ, as Aďďott 
(2003, pϵϴͿ states, is that ͞the deteĐtioŶ of sigŶifiĐaŶĐe is a suďjeĐtiǀe aĐtiǀitǇ; 
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sigŶifiĐaŶĐe does Ŷot oĐĐuƌ ƌeadǇ ŵade aŶd laďelled as suĐh͟. I see this as a 
disadvantage to the interpretivist perspective using qualitative research because the 
researcher is more susceptible to misinterpret something based on their own 
assumptions and understanding. Of course, the descriptive phenomenologist is also 
susceptible to this but, in my view, to a lesser extent, because the concentrations are 
solely on how the world appears to a participant with regard to the particular 
experience being described (Langdridge 2007). The task in the descriptive camp is 
simply to describe the general features, excluding all elements that are not directly 
within conscious experience. It is how the world appears to a participant with regard 
to the particular experience being described. It resists the temptation to produce 
hierarchies of meaning and instead treats all detail with equal value regardless of how 
mundane it appears (Langdridge 2007). The emphasis is on reading the text with a 
sense of discovery for its meaning and to avoid any temptation to impose meaning. 
͞DesĐƌiptiǀe pheŶoŵeŶologǇ is Ŷot ĐoŶĐeƌŶed ǁith eǆplaiŶiŶg pheŶoŵeŶoŶ ďut ƌatheƌ 
with describing phenomenon ...  There is no attempt to find the underlying causes ... 
;itͿ siŵplǇ desĐƌiďe;sͿ the ͚thiŶgs iŶ theiƌ appeaƌiŶg͛͟ ;LaŶgdƌidge ϮϬϬϳ, pϴϲͿ.  
 
The lifeworld 
A concept within phenomenology is the lifeworld. Both Husserl (1970) and Heidegger 
(1962) refer to this concept as a central theme of their philosophical approach and 
both descriptive and interpretive phenomenology strive to access the lifeworld of 
respondents. It explores difference, individuality and uniqueness of experiences which 
are at the very heart of qualitative research (Shoemaker et al. 2000).  
 
We are all individuals living in a common world, relating to the world 
context and each other, all looking for meaningfulness and yet meaning in 
uŶiƋue ǁaǇs … The piĐtuƌe is alǁaǇs iŶĐoŵplete ǁithout takiŶg iŶto 
account their own experiences and understanding of themselves, their 
lived bodies. (Dahlberg et al 2008, p88) 
 
It is a Husserlian concept which sums up what phenomenology strives to achieve – 
uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of iŶdiǀidual͛s ͞liǀed situatioŶ͟ ;FiŶlaǇ ϮϬϬϴa, pϭͿ. Foƌ Husserl, the 
world means a world experienced and made meaningful through consciousness. Social 
life ĐaŶ theƌefoƌe ďe uŶdeƌstood thƌough aŶ eǆaŵiŶatioŶ of people͛s seleĐtioŶ aŶd 
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interpretation of events and actions. It does not attempt to explain why people behave 
in certain ways by reference to their subconscious states or environmental conditions 
but how people interpret the world and interact with each other (May 2001).  
 
Lifeworld is about the lived experience through intentionality – the relationship 
betǁeeŶ a peƌsoŶ aŶd the oďjeĐt oƌ eǀeŶts of theiƌ eǆpeƌieŶĐe; iŶ this Đase studeŶts͛ 
eǆpeƌieŶĐe of theiƌ Đouƌse. ͞WheŶ ǁe eǆpeƌieŶĐe soŵethiŶg, it is eǆpeƌieŶĐed as 
soŵethiŶg ǁhiĐh has ŵeaŶiŶg foƌ us ... ǁe ĐaŶŶot aǀoid ŵeaŶiŶg͟ ;Dahlďeƌg et al. 
2008, pp47-48). The meaning derived of this experience is prioritised, even though it 
ŵaǇ ďe hiddeŶ iŶ ouƌ ĐoŶsĐiousŶess ;LaŶgdƌidge ϮϬϬϳͿ. ͞Husseƌl used the teƌŵ 
lifeǁoƌld to eǆpƌess the idea that iŶdiǀiduals͛ ƌealities aƌe iŶǀaƌiaďlǇ iŶflueŶĐed ďǇ the 
world in which theǇ liǀe͟ ;Lopez aŶd Willis ϮϬϬϰ, pϳϮϵͿ. It theƌefoƌe ďeĐoŵes a ǁoƌld 
of perception, a lived reality from which there is no escape (Dahlberg et al. 2008). The 
study of lifeworld puts aside how things supposedly are and focuses instead on how 
they are experienced (Finlay 2008a). It is how students experience their course and 
how it impacts on their lifeworld which is the focus of this investigation. The fractions 
within lifeworld research are then used to structure and analyse dialogue (explained 
later in the chapter). Therefore, in lifeworld research the main method of collecting 
data of this nature is interviews (Dahlberg et al. ϮϬϬϴͿ, as it is ͞the puƌpose of the 
qualitative research interview ... to understand themes of the lived daily world from 
the suďjeĐts͛ oǁŶ peƌspeĐtiǀes͟ ;Kǀale ϭϵϵϲ, pϮϳͿ.  
 
Interviews 
To uŶdeƌstaŶd soŵeoŶe͛s ǁoƌld aŶd theiƌ life, theƌe is a Ŷeed to use a ŵeaŶiŶgful 
form of human interaction and engage them in conversation (Puig et al. 2008); 
therefore, interviews were the most appropriate method to collect data. As the focus 
was on the student experience within the first six weeks of their course it was essential 
that interviews took place at an early stage. It is debatable whether a person can 
remember as clearly the details of their experience at a later stage when feelings and 
memory have evolved (Lockwood and Jones 1984). The qualitative interview attempts 
to uŶdeƌstaŶd the ǁoƌld fƌoŵ the suďjeĐts͛ poiŶt of ǀieǁ, essentially to uncover their 
lived world prior to scientific explanations – a ͞pƌiǀileged aĐĐess to ouƌ ďasiĐ 
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eǆpeƌieŶĐe of the liǀed ǁoƌld͟ ;Kǀale ϭϵϵϲ, pϱϰͿ. Thƌough this huŵaŶ iŶteƌaĐtioŶ it 
allows us access to thoughts we were not aware of ourselves - unconsciously trapped, 
not confronted through habit (Merleau-Ponty 1968, cited in Dahlberg et al. 2008). 
 
Anderson and Arsenault (1998) believe that researchers often start with their 
͞pƌefeƌƌed ŵethods aŶd theŶ go seaƌĐhiŶg foƌ ƋuestioŶs that fit͟ ;pϮϴͿ. Given the 
choice, interviews would not be my preferred method as I favour small focus groups, 
but the decision was influenced by the desired end product: to understand a world 
fƌoŵ iŶdiǀidual studeŶt͛s poiŶt of ǀieǁ aŶd peƌspeĐtiǀe. IŶ aĐĐoƌdaŶĐe ǁith desĐƌiptiǀe 
phenomenology, interviews were chosen to obtain uninterrupted descriptions of each 
paƌtiĐipaŶt͛s ƌealitǇ – this highlights once again the tensions of the ontological 
perspective and the methodology. 
 
In an interview, the researcher is reliant on the interviewee to provide 
honest and open answers, yet we know that people want to be liked, want 
to maintain a sense of dignity, and want to protect some level of privacy. If 
respondents feel judged, ashamed or offended, or, on the other hand 
deferential, or awestruck, gathering credible data is far from assured ... The 
ďiggeƌ the ͚gulf͛ ďetǁeeŶ iŶteƌǀieǁeƌ aŶd iŶteƌǀieǁee the gƌeateƌ the 
chance it will influence the interview process. ;O͛LeaƌǇ ϮϬϬϰ, ϭϲϮͿ 
 
Smith et al. (2009) believe that the most important thing, at the beginning of the 
interview, is to establish rapport in order to obtain good data; that participants feel 
comfortable and trust the interviewer. I felt this rapport had to be established before 
the interview – duƌiŶg studeŶts͛ iŶduĐtioŶs ǁheƌe both myself and my research were 
presented (discussed later in the chapter) and then reinforced at the beginning of the 
interview. 
 
The focus of the interviews was not strictly structured. However, the format did 
contain standardised areas for discussion with the sole purpose of focusing on the 
suďjeĐts͛ eǆpeƌieŶĐe of their first few weeks. Questions and areas for discussion 
ranged from decisions to return to education, confidence and relationships, to impacts 
of studying. An example of the interview plan can be found in Appendix A.  
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Dahlberg et al. (2008) state that interviews within phenomenology tend to last about 
an hour and they should allow informants to raise issues that they feel important while 
actively listening - iŶ the saŵe ǁaǇ a doĐtoƌ eŶƋuiƌes aŶd listeŶs to a patieŶt͛s 
symptoms before making an assessment. Interviews were conducted accordingly. 
Kǀale ;ϭϵϵϲͿ ďelieǀes the iŶteƌǀieǁeƌ͛s aďilitǇ to listeŶ aĐtiǀelǇ to ǁhat the iŶteƌǀieǁee 
saǇs ͞ĐaŶ ďe ŵoƌe iŵpoƌtaŶt thaŶ the speĐifiĐ ŵasteƌǇ of ƋuestioŶiŶg teĐhŶiƋues͟ 
(p132), and Silverman (2006) believes that the key to interviewing is to create rapport 
and avoid manipulating. Therefore, a casual and relaxed form of interview was 
adopted to help develop the rapport needed to bridge the gap between myself and 
each participant – essential with this type of inteƌǀieǁ ;O͛LeaƌǇ ϮϬϬϰ, DeŶziŶ aŶd 
LiŶĐolŶ ϮϬϬϱͿ. It is uŶaǀoidaďle that ͞ǁheŶeǀeƌ tǁo people ŵeet, a pƌoĐess of 
ƌeĐipƌoĐal adaptioŶ iŶǀaƌiaďlǇ oĐĐuƌs͟ ;HaŶlǇ aŶd HaŶlǇ ϮϬϬϭ, pϱϮϲͿ, ďut ǁhat 
Silverman (2006) identifies is that the relationship between interviewer and 
interviewee has to be considered fully from an ethical perspective to attempt to break 
down any barriers between researcher (in this case me as a lecturer) and the 
researched (a student relatively new to the university).  
 
The interviews gave students the opportunity to talk about themselves. I wanted them 
to feel that someone was taking an interest in what they were doing and valued their 
contribution. My role as an interviewer became, therefore, one of actively listening 
and reflecting back what I had heard. My reflections through summarising then gave 
participants the opportunity to confirm the accuracy of my understanding. The 
interviews were conducted with the core beliefs as used within the humanistic 
approach to counselling in mind, with emphasis on the person-centred approach of 
Carl Rogers (1967). 
 
All first interviews took place at a time convenient to each participant between 22 
November and 1 December 2010. However, one interview was adjourned half way 
through as the student was short of time and this was completed a week later on 7 
December. Interviews were conducted at this time as all students had completed at 
least six weeks of their course, not including their induction. These were then 
transcribed and follow-up interviews were conducted between 29 March and 4 April 
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2011. The timing of the second interview was influenced by one student in particular 
who was due to leave for a few weeks to have a baby. Not knowing whether she would 
return, I decided to conduct the second interview with her and then, for consistency, 
decided to do the rest of the interviews at the same time. These took place in weeks 
“iǆ, “eǀeŶ aŶd Eight of studeŶts͛ seĐoŶd seŵesteƌ. The purpose of the second 
interview was to check that I had an accurate understanding of the student experience 
gained from the first interview. It also allowed me to explore and probe comments 
that had been made originally, and again give students the opportunity to reflect on 
their experience of the first six weeks. The interviews were then transcribed and added 
to the first transcriptions and left for a number of weeks before being read. This was a 
conscious decision so that when the interviews were read, they were done so with a 
sense of discovery. 
 
In total, ten participants initially took part in the research. I decided that whoever 
volunteered would be interviewed as I did not want to disappoint anyone if they felt 
they would like to contribute. After all ten interviews took place, one was not taken 
forward as part of the research. The reason for this was that the interview conflicted 
with the aim of descriptive phenomenological interviewing. The participant struggled 
to answer questions and called upon me to offer example answers to which she 
appeared to latch on to. She was not able to articulate her experience, and I found that 
I was leading the interview too much. The interview was considerably shorter than the 
others as the participant tended to use closed responses. On post-interview reflection I 
decided that this interview did not contain sufficient data to contribute to the 
research.  
 
Ethical issues 
With any research, ethical issues, or rules of conduct as Burgess et al. (2006) identify 
them as, have to be considered throughout the research process. Institutional 
permission was granted for the research as well as consent from programme managers 
of the various courses for me to approach their students. It is, however, at the 
interview stage where ethical issues are magnified. 
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A traditional claim within social research is that the interview process 
pƌoduĐes aŶ uŶeƋual eǆĐhaŶge ďetǁeeŶ the ͚poǁeƌful ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛ aŶd the 
͚poǁeƌless ƌeseaƌĐh paƌtiĐipaŶt͛. (Reynolds 2003, p300) 
 
It would be naive of me to believe that because students are willing participants that 
the subject of power is non-eǆisteŶt eǀeŶ though theǇ aƌe adults. ͞The ... iŶteƌǀieǁ is 
not the reciprocal interaction of two equal partners. There is a definite asymmetry of 
poǁeƌ͟ ;Kǀale ϭϵϵϲ, pϭϮϲͿ, esseŶtiallǇ ďeĐause the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ defiŶes aŶd controls the 
situation. Therefore, it was important to this research that the dynamics of the 
relationship were carefully considered right from the beginning. This meant that 
careful thought had to be given to the type of presentations given to students at 
inductions where my research was introduced. These took place at the end of 
September 2010.  
 
To aid the bracketing process as regards the presentations, I sought help from a group 
of mature students. This was a group whom I had not come into contact with 
previously. I explained what I hoped to achieve and asked for their input regarding the 
sort of approach they would feel most comfortable with if I was to present to them. 
The feedback was that I should be smart, but casual enough in my appearance to break 
down any barriers that may exist in the minds of the students. Also, the way that I had 
spoken to this group should be the way that I should present to other groups at 
inductions. 
 
The structure of the presentation at inductions was also carefully constructed; a 
transcript of which can be found in Appendix B. This is included because I feel the 
presentation was an integral and necessary part of the process in establishing trust 
between researcher and participants. The purpose at this stage was to make myself 
known to students, not necessarily to acquire volunteers.  
 
Fouƌ ǁeeks iŶto studeŶts͛ Đouƌses, groups were revisited to engage with them; once 
again in an informal way to limit any power-dynamic that may exist before volunteers 
were sought. It was important to make the research as transparent as possible to 
students with the purpose of the research declared and explained to those who would 
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potentially be involved with it. At this stage volunteers came forward and they were, at 
this point, issued with an information sheet outlining the various details of the 
research (Appendix C). When writing this I had to imagine how it would appear to 
them; whether the tone complemented the presentation and that it was 
communicated in a user-friendly way, while at the same time covering all the 
necessary information about the research that they had a right to be aware of. 
 
Through the relationship that was built up during the presentations, and the fact that 
the in-depth interviews as a technique helped provide respondents with an 
opportunity to take some control over the process, the power-dynamic, I believe, was 
limited. This was aided by the creation of a trusting relationship based on the Rogerian 
humanistic counselling philosophy (Hough 2010). 
 
The concept of anonymity and confidentiality were explained and emphasised at the 
presentations. I am aware that the principle of confidentiality can provide respondents 
with assurance of anonymity, which in turn gives them the licence to talk freely. 
However, I am also aware that the ideal may be more difficult to uphold than it first 
appears.  Researchers may use many techniques to anonymise the respondents, such 
as pseudonyms, but Barnes (1979) argues their function may be largely symbolic 
because they are transparent to those within the research setting and therefore it 
merely creates an illusion of complete anonymity. Brannen (1988) also concurs with 
this, suggesting that the unique and personal nature of the data often means that 
respondents are easily identified by themselves and those close to them. This I tried to 
make clear during the presentations. 
 
Once students had volunteered they were asked to sign a consent form (Appendix D), 
and then a convenient time for each participant was arranged for the interview. These 
were conducted in university, kept to an hour and usually scheduled on the same day 
that students attended classes, thus causing minimal disruption to their schedule. 
Actual questions were not issued in advance as I felt that the areas for discussion were 
clarified during the presentations and on the brief given out. 
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The timing of the first interviews was, I felt, crucial. The feelings and experiences they 
had during the first few weeks of their course had to be fresh in their minds. 
Theƌefoƌe, iŶteƌǀieǁs took plaĐe iŶ ǁeek “eǀeŶ oƌ ǁeek Eight of studeŶts͛ Đouƌses aŶd 
were recorded. Although recording conversations can often seem intrusive and off-
putting to respondents, it does contribute to the transparency of the process and 
essential if interviews are to be the main source of data (Maykut and Morehouse 
1994). According to Shipman (1981), most interviewees forget the recorder is present 
after a while.  
 
Before each interview I explained its purpose and reminded candidates about their 
right to withdraw. At the end of each interview I thanked them for their contribution, 
and explained that at the start of the follow-up interview a summary sheet would be 
given to them to check the accuracy of the main points that I believe they had made. 
 
The sample  
With those who participate as part of a sample in any research which is based on 
descriptive phenomenology, the aim in not representativeness but to describe unique 
experiences (Flinck and Paavilainen 2008). The number is dependent on the research. 
 
For a qualitative and small-scale research ... the exact sample size is more 
difficult to estimate. It will reflect the time and resources available, and the 
number of suitable people who can be identified and contacted for 
inclusion. As a rule of thumb the sample should be sufficient in size for the 
purposes of the research and be comparable with the sample size of similar 
pieces of research. (Denscombe 2007, p334) 
 
In light of what Denscombe suggests here, ten interviews were conducted. The 
number was also influenced by Dahlberg et al. (2008), who believe that many who 
have conducted interview research in the past would have benefited from conducting 
fewer interviews and taking more time to analyse them. The aim was not 
representativeness as this would conflict with the methodology but a sample that 
Đould ͞desĐƌiďe uŶiƋue eǆpeƌieŶĐes to ďe aŶalǇsed to add to the uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of the 
phenomenon (Flinck and Paavilainen 2008). Although students volunteered to take 
part, which again I am aware may have influenced informant selection, the sample 
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does fall uŶdeƌ the headiŶg of ͚ŵaǆiŵuŵ ǀaƌiatioŶ saŵpliŶg͛ ǁhiĐh is appƌopƌiate foƌ a 
phenomenological enquiry. Maximum variation sampling, according to Langdridge 
(2007), involves participants who have a common experience but vary on a wide 
variety of demographic characteristics. Langdridge (2007) goes on to indicate that the 
size of the sample is usually quite small due to the time consuming nature of the 
analytical process – he recommends no more than six. However, Dahlberg et al. (2008) 
believe it is the complexity of the phenomenon that determines the number – the 
more complex, the higher the sample. They recommend different ages, generations 
and genders, from different working backgrounds and cultures. The essential criteria, 
according to Moustakas (1994), is that the participants have experienced the 
phenomenon, are interested in the subject, willing to be interviewed and that they 
͞gƌaŶt to the iŶǀestigator the right to tape-record ... and publish the data in a 
disseƌtatioŶ aŶd otheƌ puďliĐatioŶ͟ ;ϭϬϳͿ. With those as paƌt of the saŵple I ďelieǀe 
that this criterion has been met. Although those in the sample have experienced the 
same phenomenon they each have a different journey to explore. The names of each 
of the nine participants have been changed to protect, as much as possible, their 
identity. 
 
The nine participants 
 
Karen 
Karen is white, aged 35 and married with two children. She left school at 16 and 
although not knowing what she wanted to do went straight into further education and 
enrolled on a Travel and Tourism course. She had her first son at 18 and her second 
son at 25. It was when her youngest son started school that she began working in the 
area of childcare. During this time she completed a level 3 course which was a 
ƌeƋuiƌeŵeŶt foƌ heƌ fouŶdatioŶ degƌee iŶ ͚Professional Studies in Community Family 
Support͛.  KaƌeŶ Ŷoǁ ǁoƌks as a ŶuƌseƌǇ Ŷuƌse oŶ a paƌt-time basis and lives with her 
husband and children approximately seven miles away from the university. 
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Nick 
Nick is black-Caribbean aged 49. He has enrolled on the foundation degree in 
͚Professional Studies in Integrated Services͛. His ǁoƌk Đaƌeeƌ has ďeeŶ iŶ ŵeŶtal health; 
however, when he became unemployed in his mid-forties he saw this as an 
opportunity to pursue a teaching career. He enrolled on a level 3 qualification and 
obtained work in a nursery. It was during his level 3 course that he was employed in his 
current position as a teaching assistant which he does full-time. His most recent course 
was completed just prior to him starting the foundation degree which has given him 20 
credits towards his first year. He is married with two children and they live four miles 
away from the university.  
 
Fara 
Fara is Asian-Pakistani aged 26. She lives four miles away and is married with two 
ĐhildƌeŶ. OŶ leaǀiŶg sĐhool she ǁeŶt oŶ to do ͚A͛ leǀels, ďut did Ŷot Đoŵplete theŵ. 
The only course she has done since is a level 3 qualification. At present she works as a 
teaching assistant on a part-time basis and is enrolled on the foundation degree in 
͚Professional Studies in Early Years͛. 
 
Amanda 
Amanda is black-Caribbean aged 28. She lives five miles away with her daughter and 
her 89-year-old grandmother.  Amanda works at a school on a voluntary basis as well 
as ďeiŶg the ƌegisteƌed Đaƌeƌ foƌ heƌ gƌaŶdŵotheƌ ǁho is suffeƌiŶg ǁith Alzheiŵeƌ͛s. 
Amanda originally did go to university full-time, but did not complete her course. She 
then became a teaching assistant at a private school and it was at that time that she 
staƌted a leǀel ϯ ƋualifiĐatioŶ. “he is ĐuƌƌeŶtlǇ oŶ the ͚Professional Studies in Early 
Years͛ fouŶdatioŶ degƌee. 
 
Carol 
Carol is white, aged 27. She lives approximately 100 miles away and is married with 
oŶe Đhild. Caƌol is ĐuƌƌeŶtlǇ ǁoƌkiŶg as a ĐhildƌeŶ͛s ĐeŶtƌe ĐooƌdiŶatoƌ aŶd Đoŵpleted 
a leǀel ϯ ƋualifiĐatioŶ oǀeƌ thƌee Ǉeaƌs ago. Caƌol had doŶe ͚A͛ leǀels oŶ ĐoŵpletiŶg heƌ 
compulsory education and then studied to become a nurse, but left without 
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ĐoŵpletiŶg. “he is Ŷoǁ studǇiŶg oŶ the fouŶdatioŶ degƌee iŶ ͚Professional Studies in 
Community Family Support͛; a Đouƌse Ŷot pƌoǀided Ŷeaƌeƌ to heƌ hoŵe. “he is 
currently pregnant with her second child. 
 
Harriet 
Harriet is black-Caribbean aged 45. She is a single parent with two teenage children 
who are currentlǇ doiŶg ͚A͛ leǀels. “he liǀes siǆ miles away in a house she has recently 
moved into. Harriet works as a teaching assistant and while working full-time and 
studying on her foundation degree in ͚Professional Studies in Education with ICT͛ she is 
also enrolled on two other courses: maths and engineering. She has a National Nursery 
Examination Board (NNEB) qualification which she achieved just after leaving school.  
 
Jay 
Jay is white aged 38. She lives seven ŵiles aǁaǇ aŶd is ŵaƌƌied ǁith oŶe Đhild. JaǇ͛s 
work career has been in banking, but she changed her career when her daughter was 
born. She now works in a school full-time as a higher level teaching assistant which 
involves running after-school clubs. Jay had, within the past year, Đoŵpleted a ͚Higher 
Level Teaching Assistant͛ ;HTLAͿ Đouƌse ǁhiĐh gaǀe heƌ ϰϬ Đƌedits toǁaƌd heƌ 
fouŶdatioŶ degƌee iŶ ͚Professional Studies in Early Years͛.  
 
Mohan 
Mohan is Asian-Pakistani aged 43. He lives four miles away with his wife and two 
children. Mohan came to England as a child with his parents and although he went 
straight into schooling he did miss out on many early years of education. He has 
worked as an integration assistant and a learner mentor on a paid and voluntary basis, 
and now works as a teaching assistant. He has a level 3 qualification and has enrolled 
oŶ the fouŶdatioŶ degƌee iŶ ͚Professional Studies in Early Years͛. 
 
Tanya 
Tanya is white aged 50. Her career has mainly involved working in offices. She is now a 
full-time teaching assistant in a school. She lives six miles away with her husband and 
their teenage son. Recently she had completed a level 3 course and earlier in the year 
38 
 
had Đoŵpleted a leǀel ͛P͛ Đouƌse, which was arranged between the university and the 
school she works at. “he has Ŷoǁ eŶƌolled oŶ the fouŶdatioŶ degƌee iŶ ͚Professional 
Studies in Integrated Services͛.  
 
Pilot 
In general, no matter which method is used to collect data, it should (wherever 
possible) be tried out as a pilot before being utilised in a full-scale data collection. 
Therefore, a pilot interview was arranged in order to assist the clarification of the 
structure and question design. It was conducted in October 2010 and involved a 
colleague who had recently been a mature student. The reason why this colleague was 
chosen was because she wanted to share her experience of what it was like for her 
starting a foundation degree. She also has an interest in phenomenological research 
which meant that a post-discussion helped to analyse the phrasing and sequence of 
the questions. This helped to ensure that the structure and content of the interviews 
that followed were suitable to elicit the type and nature of response required for the 
research. The pilot interview was not transcribed. 
 
Transcripts 
One of the problems of transcribing interviews is that the written word can look weak 
as it is almost impossible to convey the deep meaning in how people say things (Kvale 
1996). However, it is an esseŶtial paƌt of pheŶoŵeŶologǇ. ͞DesĐƌiptiǀe aĐĐouŶts haǀe 
ďeeŶ the ŵaiŶstaǇ of a ĐoŶsideƌaďle aŵouŶt of desĐƌiptiǀe pheŶoŵeŶologiĐal ǁoƌk͟ 
(Langdridge 2007, p74) and everything should be transcribed verbatim (Dahlberg et al. 
2008). Much was captured on tape and revisited during the analysis. I felt it important 
to transcribe the interviews myself. This not only helped me to ensure that nothing 
was missed out but also it helped in the process of data analysis. The interview is 
essentially a social encounter and the transcript of the event, however detailed, may 
not adequately convey this. This underlines the need for the researcher to regularly 
return to the original recording to get a stronger sense of the nature of the social 
interaction that took place (Kvale 1996). 
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The ƌeĐoƌdiŶgs ǁeƌe tƌaŶsĐƌiďed iŶ ͚EǆĐel͛; Ŷot iŶ ͚Woƌd͛, as is ĐoŵŵoŶlǇ used. I did 
this ďeĐause ͚EǆĐel͛, foƌ ŵe, is so ŵuĐh easieƌ to ǁoƌk ǁith thaŶ ͚Woƌd͛ iŶ the seŶse 
that columns and rows can be added or transported into a separate sheet without 
pages ďeĐoŵiŶg disjoiŶted. ColuŵŶ ͚A͛ oŶ the ͚EǆĐel͛ sheet ĐoŶtaiŶed the Đode ǁhiĐh 
ƌefeƌƌed to the dialogue of the aĐtual iŶteƌǀieǁ iŶ ĐoluŵŶ ͚B͛ (an example of a 
transcript can be found in appendix E). ColuŵŶ ͚C͛ ĐoŶtaiŶed the Đodes foƌ the 
summary oƌ ŵeaŶiŶg uŶits ĐoŶtaiŶed iŶ ColuŵŶ ͚D͛. ColuŵŶ ͚E͛ ĐoŶtaiŶed the Đodes 
foƌ the lifeǁoƌld sigŶifiĐaŶĐe ǁhiĐh ǁas suŵŵaƌised iŶ ĐoluŵŶ ͚F͛. It ŵeaŶt that a 
suŵŵaƌǇ of the iŶteƌǀieǁ ;ĐoluŵŶ ͚D͛Ϳ Đould ďe sepaƌated aŶd ƌepƌoduĐed oŶ a 
separate page. The same Đould ďe doŶe ǁith the lifeǁoƌld fƌaĐtioŶs iŶ ĐoluŵŶ ͚F͛. This 
was especially advantageous as it meant that the lifeworld fractions could then be 
manoeuvred so that each of the fractions could be grouped together. This was done 
for each of the nine transcripts. 
 
Data Analysis 
Kǀale ;ϭϵϵϲ, pϭϴϰͿ states that ͞to aŶalǇse ŵeaŶs to sepaƌate soŵethiŶg iŶto paƌts oƌ 
eleŵeŶts͟. He goes oŶ to ideŶtifǇ fiǀe steps ďǇ ǁhiĐh the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ should appƌoaĐh 
the transcripts. The first is to read the whole of the interview to get a sense of it. Then 
natural meanings as expressed are determined and the theme that dominates a 
natural meaning unit is paraphrased in simple terms. These are interrogated in terms 
of the speĐifiĐ puƌpose of the studǇ aŶd fiŶallǇ ͞ŶoŶ-redundant themes of the entire 
iŶteƌǀieǁ ;aƌeͿ tied togetheƌ iŶto a desĐƌiptiǀe stateŵeŶt͟ ;Kǀale ϭϵϵϲ, pϭϵϰͿ. This 
sequence is similar to the sequence that Langdridge (2007) identifies from a 
descriptive phenomenological perspective. First is by reading the overall material, 
done in the context of the epoché. Second, to identify meaning units by paraphrasing 
each segment of text, keeping in mind the context in which they occur, then to assess 
these meaning units for their psychological significance moving from what Langdridge 
Đalls the ͞idiosǇŶĐƌatiĐ detail to ŵoƌe geŶeƌal ŵeaŶiŶg͟ ;pϴϵͿ. This ǁas the seƋueŶĐe 
adopted with the transcripts here. The third stage, however, entailed working through 
the transcripts by analysing the data using the seven fractions of the lifeworld. This is 
ǁhat LaŶgdƌidge Đalls the ͞Sheffield School analysis͟ ;pϭϬϯͿ. OŶĐe the fƌaĐtioŶs ǁeƌe 
identified they could subsequently be traced to the original dialogue. 
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The seven fractions used to analyse the data were adopted, not as a way of 
interpretiŶg ŵeaŶiŶgs ďehiŶd studeŶts͛ eǆpeƌieŶĐe ďut to pƌeseŶt aŶd aŶalǇse eaĐh 
studeŶt͛s lifeǁoƌld as theǇ staƌt oŶ a paƌt-time foundation degree. Ashworth (2003b) 
uses the teƌŵ ͚fƌaĐtioŶs͛ to eŵphasise that theǇ aƌe iŶteƌĐoŶŶeĐted paƌts of a ǁhole. 
The fractions are: 
  Selfhood – hoǁ the situatioŶ ƌelates to a studeŶt͛s seŶse of self, ǁhetheƌ theƌe is a 
change in identity, a feeling of their own presence and voice.  Sociality – any impact that coming back to education has had on relationships. 
These may be relationships with work colleges, family or friends.  Embodiment – the effects, emotionally and physically, that starting a foundation 
degree has on the individual. The emotions that have been experienced since 
starting the course.  Temporality – how the present is affected by the past and how it relates to visions 
of the future.  Spatiality – how the situation alters the places that individuals go to. Where they 
study. What it is like coming into the university building.  Project – hoǁ the situatioŶ iŶflueŶĐes a studeŶt͛s ďelief iŶ theŵselǀes to aĐhieǀe 
what is important to them. How it affects their belief in their own ability to carry 
out the activities that they see as central in their lives.  Discourse – the terms they use in articulating how the situation impacts on their 
life. 
 
There will always be some overlap with the fractions in the sense that analysis of a 
studeŶt͛s dialogue ŵaǇ ƌelate to soĐialitǇ ďut also ďe ĐoŶŶeĐted with selfhood. 
Essentially, I have separated, structured and analysed each account using the fractions 
above as headings in the same way Ashworth (2003a, 2003b, 2006) has presented 
them in the past. 
 
Mood-as-atmosphere is a fraction of lifeworld – the last one to date to be identified by 
Ashworth (2006). However, this has not been included as part of the analysis. 
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Ashworth himself has been resistant to use the fraction in the past as it reflects 
͞iŶteƌŶal ĐoŶŶotatioŶs͟ aŶd the ͞peƌsoŶ͛s state of ŵiŶd͟ oƌ disposition (Ashworth 
2006, p224). I would agree with this and would not attempt to assess this aspect with 
participants using a descriptive phenomenological methodology. For me, mood-as-
atmosphere is positioned in the interpretive camp. 
 
In summary, the aim of descriptive phenomenology is to describe a phenomenon and 
its meanings without interpretation, explanation or construction. However, everything 
is still questioned and pondered upon (Dahlberg et al. 2008); in this case using the 
lifeworld fractions. Quite simply it seeks to describe and understand the meaning of 
central themes in the lifeworld of each participant (Kvale 1996). Maykut and 
Moƌehouse ;ϭϵϵϰͿ state that ͞ǁhat is iŵpoƌtaŶt is Ŷot pƌedeteƌŵiŶed ďǇ the 
ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͟ ;pϰϲͿ aŶd go oŶ to saǇ that ͞the outcomes of the research study evolve 
from the systematic building of homogenous categories of meaning inductively derived 
fƌoŵ the data͟ ;pϰϳͿ. IŶ this ǁaǇ the data speaks foƌ itself. 
 
It does not require technologically sophisticated or expensive equipment for this 
analysis (Dahlberg et al. 2008). In fact, according to Langdridge (2007), software 
packages can restrict the way an analyst can work. 
 
New ideas can only emerge in the individual mind, from some unique 
insight and synthesis which, until it happens, remains entirely 
unpredictable. This is a subjective and uniquely human activity, and one 
which, for a long time to come, technology will play only an assisting role. 
(Abbot 2003, p104) 
 
I see little value in using technology to aid analysis and uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ 
lifeworld. 
 
In analysing and writing up the data (as can be found in chapters Three, Five and in 
Appendix F) there were limited examples of lifeworld literature to draw upon. 
Essentially, I used as my guide the work of Ashworth (2003a, 2003b, 2006), Ashworth 
et al. (2003), Dahlberg et al. (2008) and Finlay and Molano-Fisher (2008). Although 
these chapters are presented in my own style I have tried to respect the work of those 
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who I see as champions of lifeworld research. As a guide to the whole process of 
descriptive phenomenological research I have used as a textbook that of Langdridge 
(2007), as well as the work of Moustakas (1994). 
 
Reliability, validity and generalisability 
‘eliaďilitǇ, ǀaliditǇ aŶd geŶeƌalisaďilitǇ, ͞the scientific holy trinity” as Kvale (1996, 
p229) calls them, are oppressive in his view as they are concepts defined by the 
positivist tradition (Maxwell 1992). However, the fact that Husserl strongly advocated 
the need to apply scientific technique to his descriptive phenomenology certainly 
provides a convenient method for validity and reliability. It is accepted that one of the 
problems associated with any form of social research is the issue of bias. It is the 
duplication or replication of the research that could lead to different results if another 
researcher were to repeat it. While every attempt has been made to ensure that the 
research process has been as transparent as possible, I do recognise that I was at the 
centre, laying down the track, determining the direction the research journey was 
going. I do feel, however, that the decision to stay with descriptive phenomenology 
rather than interpretive phenomenology helped the research move closer to reliability. 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) use words such as trustworthiness, credibility, dependability 
and confirmability which I feel more confident and comfortable with. Mays and Pope 
(1995) believe that it is by keeping meticulous records of interviews and thorough 
documentation of the process that the qualitative researcher ensures the reliability of 
their analysis. If this is an accepted definition of reliability, then I believe I have 
attempted to account for it. 
 
Doubts as to validity cannot be eliminated totally. However, they can be addressed 
through honesty, depth, richness and scope of data (Cohen et al. 2000).  Hammersley 
;ϭϵϵϬͿ liŶks ǀaliditǇ to ͞the eǆteŶt to ǁhiĐh aŶ aĐĐouŶt aĐĐuƌatelǇ ƌepƌeseŶts the soĐial 
pheŶoŵeŶa to ǁhiĐh it ƌefeƌs͟ ;p ϱϳͿ, ǁhile Dahlďeƌg et al. (2008) suggest that it 
makes more sense to talk in terms of defensible claims. I feel that by staying close to 
the core elements of the methodology that the outcomes of the research could have 
been replicated by others adopting a descriptive rather than interpretative 
phenomenology. In that sense, I believe validity has been accommodated. It did 
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measure what it intended to measure (Lincoln and Guba 1985). However, I prefer to 
adopt “ilǀeƌŵaŶ͛s ;ϮϬϬϲͿ ĐoŶĐept of the ƌeseaƌĐh haǀiŶg ǁaƌƌaŶt: 
 
When presenting our own research findings we need to give some 
indication ... of the extent to which we would be prepared to bet on their 
being true. This is part of the warrant. (p147) 
 
A key question of research of this nature is, therefore, not whether the findings are 
true, but whether the findings are likely to be true. From an ontological perspective, I 
use the ǁoƌd ͚tƌue͛ ǀeƌǇ looselǇ heƌe iŶ the seŶse that the debate about research and 
ǁhetheƌ the ƌesults aƌe tƌue is ͞iŵpƌisoŶed͟ ;Goƌaƌd ϮϬϬϰ, pϭϬͿ iŶ the ĐoŶĐept of 
reality and is based on the question as to whether reality exists independently or 
through the interpretation in the mind (Crotty 1998). This conviction also lies at the 
heaƌt of Poppeƌ͛s ;ϭϵϱϵͿ philosophǇ. He adǀoĐates that sĐieŶĐe is Ŷot kŶoǁledge aŶd 
can never claim to attain tƌuth as ͞eǀeƌǇ sĐieŶtifiĐ stateŵeŶt ŵust ƌeŵaiŶ teŶtatiǀe 
foƌeǀeƌ͟ ;pϮϴϬͿ. To aĐĐept soŵethiŶg as tƌuth ŵeaŶs to assuŵe a ǁoƌld iŶ ǁhiĐh the 
regularities we perceive today will remain unchanged forever. For me, it is the extent 
to which those who participated believed that their experience had been captured. 
Participants were given the opportunity to examine their respective lifeworld account 
and each confirmed that it was an accurate description of their experience. Comments 
were made that they found it fascinating to read their own lifeworld account and it 
had helped them to see how much they had progressed and developed since those 
first six weeks.  
 
As regards generalisability of the findings I do not feel, with such a small sample, that I 
can advocate its generalisability; it was never my intention. Dahlberg et al. (2008) 
strongly believe that with any lifeworld research it must be possible to generalise, but 
if it ĐaŶ Ŷot, it ĐaŶ ͞still ďe iŵpoƌtaŶt aŶd useful iŶ seǀeƌal ǁaǇs͟ ;ϯϰϮͿ. It is up to 
others to comment on this as they relate the findings to their own anecdotal 
experience in this field (Kvale 1996). However, I do believe that many part-time mature 
students returning to higher education would be able to relate to, and make 
connections with, many of the experiences of the participants in this research rather 
than to a general categorisation of the student experience in which no one fully fits 
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into (Shah 1994). The categorisation of the student experience is essentially designed 
for institutional convenience (Waller 2006).  
 
Key terms within the aim of the research 
The aim of the research was to identify how students experience the first few weeks of 
their higher educational course and how it impacts on their lifeworld. Key words here, 
as I see theŵ, aƌe ͚hoǁ͛, ͚eǆperieŶĐe͛, ͚iŵpaĐt͛ aŶd ͚lifeǁorld͛. Closely related to the 
epoĐhé, the ǁoƌd ͚hoǁ͛ here denotes the openness to anything that emerges from 
those ǁho eŶgage iŶ the ƌeseaƌĐh. As ƌegaƌds ͚eǆperieŶĐe͛, it is the experience of the 
phenomenon by the student, whether significant or not, which is seen at the centre to 
ǁhiĐh otheƌ aspeĐts of theiƌ life aƌe ƌelated; heŶĐe ͚iŵpaĐt͛ aŶd ͚lifeǁorld͛. In other 
words, the phenomenon of the first six weeks is at the core but in relation to the 
lifeworld. Essences of the phenomenon which are sought using descriptive 
phenomenology (Giorgi 1985, Preist 1998) are not sought using lifeworld analysis 
(Ashworth 1999). From an ontological perspective it does not attempt to identify what 
reality is, but instead seeks the experiences and the meanings made of these 
experiences by the individuals themselves. 
 
According to Koch (1999, cited in Annells 1999Ϳ, paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ stoƌies should ďe 
accepted as their reality. He sums up the essence of the research for me by saying - 
 
The stories they tell are their constructions of the situation, the ways in 
which they make sense of the world. We do not come to see how people 
live, but rather, we may be able to understand what it is like for them living 
their lives. (P27) 
 
The word ͚eǆperieŶĐe͛ then is used to denote understanding and meanings students 
have constructed to interpret the phenomenon of returning to higher education. 
According to Ashworth (2003a, p25), the lifeǁoƌld is the ͞iŶdiǀidual ŵeaŶiŶg-
ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ͟ of the situatioŶ; theƌefoƌe, iŶ ƌelatioŶ to the ǁoƌd ͚hoǁ͛ - 
 
the researcher must accept the possibility that the thing being researched 
may not have any relevance to the lifeworld of the interviewee or may 
haǀe totallǇ diffeƌeŶt ŵeaŶiŶg iŶ oŶe peƌsoŶ͛s lifeǁoƌld fƌoŵ that in 
another. (Beech 1999, p42) 
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LaŶgdƌidge ;ϮϬϬϳͿ ideŶtifies the foĐus of pheŶoŵeŶologǇ ͞to ďe oŶ people͛s 
perceptions of the world – or, famously – theiƌ peƌĐeptioŶ of the ͚thiŶgs iŶ theiƌ 
appeaƌiŶg͛͟ ;pϭϭͿ. AĐĐoƌdiŶg to Dahlďeƌg et al. (2008, p31) –  
 
... things are things of experience. The term experience denotes the 
relationship we have with the world in which we are engaged ... Going to 
thiŶgs͛ ŵeaŶs that, as ƌeseaƌĐheƌs, ǁe should positioŶ ouƌselǀes so the 
things can show themselves to us, and thus ͚the thiŶg͛ is uŶdeƌstood as a 
phenomenon.  
 
Accordingly, phenomenology focuses on this world as it is experienced. By adopting a 
phenomenological methodology I am interested in describing the world as it appears 
to these students. The lifeworld connection then aiŵs to ͞desĐƌiďe aŶd eluĐidate the 
lived world in a way that expands our understanding of human beings and human 
eǆpeƌieŶĐe͟ ;Dahlďeƌg et al. 2008, p37).  
 
The lifeworld is the world as concretely lived, which should be the 
foundation for all phenomenological psychological investigation ... we see 
not only how experience is the focus but also how this is grounded in our 
everyday lived experience, experience in which meaning is prioritised. 
(Langdridge 2007, p23) 
 
The primary interest is not just on each student but on the phenomenon and how the 
pheŶoŵeŶoŶ iŵpaĐts aŶd ĐoŶŶeĐts ĐogŶitiǀelǇ to studeŶts͛ liǀes. The pheŶoŵeŶoŶ is 
not considered separate, because each experience and interpretation will be 
connected to each peƌsoŶ͛s lifeǁoƌld aŶd theƌefoƌe has an impact. It is not separate, it 
is a complete package. However, as the phenomenon is new to students it will, quite 
likelǇ, haǀe soŵe soƌt of aŶ iŵpaĐt oŶ eaĐh peƌsoŶ͛s liǀed eǆpeƌieŶĐe aǁaǇ fƌoŵ the 
institution where the actual phenomenon takes place.  
 
Conclusion 
In this chapter I have discussed the philosophical foundations underpinning the 
research and have defined the methodology. The complexity of descriptive 
phenomenology and the bracketing process involved has determined the structure of 
the chapters, and therefore the presentation does not follow a conventional sequence. 
In the following chapter I focus on the data. There are nine lifeworld accounts that 
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have been analysed using the lifeworld fractions in relation to the phenomenon of 
starting a foundation degree. Three of these accounts have been selected and are 
presented in the following chapter. 
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Chapter Three: Lifeworld accounts 
 
The focus of lifeworld is on individual experience. It seeks to understand how 
phenomena impact upon a sense of self; how someone feels emotionally and 
physically, the relationships a person has, hopes and ambitions, and how the past and 
the future play a part in the present (Hodge 2006). In order to illustrate in detail how 
the data was analysed for this project three of the lifeworld accounts are presented 
here to represent the process; those of Karen, Nick and Fara. These three were 
selected purely because they were the first three students to be interviewed, and it 
was these that made the initial impact of how varied the experience of the first few 
weeks could be. However, any of the nine lifeworld accounts would have served the 
same purpose. The other six accounts can be located in the appendices starting at 
page 161.  
 
When presenting the individual accounts a quote is often given first followed by the 
analysis to put the student voice at the forefront of the accounts. As fractions are 
interconnected (Finlay and Molano-Fisher 2008), on occasions the same quote is 
repeated as it relates to another fraction. Reference codes are presented in brackets 
throughout the chapter and these refer to the codes on the actual interview transcript 
where the quote appears.   
 
Karen 
 
Selfhood 
 
I͛ǀe ďeeŶ thƌough the ... fosteƌ Đaƌe status ǁheŶ I ǁas a child ... My mum 
ǁas aŶ alĐoholiĐ aŶd she had ŵeŶtal health issues so I͛ǀe Ŷeǀeƌ had that 
ďoŶdiŶg fƌoŵ ŵǇ ŵuŵ. WheŶ I ǁas ǁith ŵǇ eldest soŶ͛s fatheƌ I had 
doŵestiĐ aďuse, so I͛ǀe Đoŵe out the eŶd of that ... I͛ǀe Đoŵe out the eŶd 
of so much and I want to ŵake a diffeƌeŶĐe iŶ otheƌ peoples͛ liǀes, because 
I ĐaŶ eŵpathise aŶd I kŶoǁ ǁhat it͛s like to go thƌough ĐeƌtaiŶ situatioŶs iŶ 
your life, aŶd I͛ŵ so passioŶate as ǁell as ǁoƌkiŶg ǁith ǇouŶg ĐhildƌeŶ ǁho 
Ŷeed to feel safe aŶd seĐuƌe ďeĐause I͛ǀe had that feeling. (KB7) 
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For Karen, it is important that she can help others and it has become her desire to be 
able to do so in the work that she does. This desire stems from issues she has had to 
face in her own life. Karen identifies how she has emerged from the experiences in her 
past and now she feels that she is in a position where she can offer understanding and 
empathy toward others through the connection she feels with them. It has created a 
passion, or enthusiasm within her which was instrumental in her deciding to do her 
foundation degree in Professional Studies in Community Family Support. After many 
years of not being interested in the work and jobs she has been involved in, Karen is 
Ŷoǁ settled aŶd has diƌeĐtioŶ iŶ heƌ life. “he is ͞happilǇ ŵaƌƌied͟ and she likes working 
with families which her job involves (KB13).   
 
I feel Ƌuite Đleǀeƌ ... I do, if that ŵakes aŶǇ seŶse, that I͛ŵ a ŵatuƌe 
student, I feel quite good about that. (KB225) 
 
Being a mature student enhances a self-perception of being clever for Karen that leads 
to a positive feeling. However, her positive feelings can be fragile, particularly when it 
Đoŵes to the thought of higheƌ eduĐatioŶ. KaƌeŶ ǁas ͞appƌeheŶsiǀe͟ ďefoƌe staƌtiŶg 
aŶd she douďted ǁhetheƌ she ǁould ͞ďe aďle to do it͟ ;KBϭϭͿ. The decision to venture 
on to a foundation degree was her own decision but one made with her family in mind 
as she reflected on the value of education (KB15). However, learning does not come 
easy for her. She struggles to understand what is covered in class, but finds ways to 
oǀeƌ Đoŵe this ďǇ deǀelopiŶg heƌ oǁŶ ŵeĐhaŶisŵs, suĐh as usiŶg ͞spideƌgƌaŵs͟ 
(KB33). This involves a system whereby Karen restructures and simplifies material into 
a format which she can then understand (KB71). She sees this as different to the way 
others learn, but is comfortable with her need to do things differently. She has 
ideŶtified heƌ oǁŶ leaƌŶiŶg stǇle, ǁhat she Đalls a ͞haŶds-oŶ appƌoaĐh͟, and this has 
helped her to understand her own needs when it comes to learning (KB67). She also 
feels that her learning style can change – ͞theǇ ĐhaŶge fƌoŵ oŶe daǇ to the Ŷeǆt 
soŵetiŵes doŶ͛t theǇ?͟ ;KBϭϱϳͿ. Past leaƌŶiŶg eǆpeƌieŶĐes haǀe affeĐted hoǁ KaƌeŶ 
expects learning to be. This contributed to her apprehension at level 4 - ͞I just didŶ͛t 
thiŶk I ǁould ďe aďle to do it͟ ;KB ϭϯͿ.  
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I thiŶk diffeƌeŶtlǇ ... aĐt diffeƌeŶtlǇ aŶd I͛ŵ ŵoƌe seƌious Ŷoǁ... I͛ŵ seeiŶg 
things ... how important things are and how important the way that I do 
thiŶgs ... I͛ŵ gaiŶiŶg a lot of kŶoǁledge aďout ŵǇself as a person. (KB87) 
 
Being a mature student affects how Karen thinks she acts even within a relatively short 
amount of time. It makes her more serious and there is a deeper understanding of 
herself which enables her to think and assess things differently to the way she did 
before. She sees the way she works as having importance which is adding a new 
dimension to the way she sees her own identity. Even within the family with her two 
sons also studying, it gives Karen an added feeling of responsibility toward them. In 
this context she sees herself as a role model to them (KB15). 
 
I ďelieǀe it͛s goiŶg to opeŶ up so ŵaŶǇ dooƌs foƌ ŵe; I͛ŵ Ŷot suƌe at this 
stage which one entirely I want to take. (KB187) 
 
Karen is beginning to think differently which brings with it an increased sense of 
agency as she sees career options open up for her. Even to contemplate other options 
giǀes heƌ a seŶse of puƌpose as she Ŷoǁ feels that she is ͞ǁoƌkiŶg toǁaƌd soŵethiŶg͟ 
(K225). However, belief in herself and levels of confidence are inconsistent with 
academic ability as she questions whether she can achieve at this level (K235). For 
Karen, study as a mature student is about oscillating between confidence and doubt in 
her ability. She identifies herself as the sort of person who passes rather than achieves 
high grades, so her expectations are never too ambitious (KB305). Working toward a 
goal provides some stability during periods of doubt. 
 
I͛ŵ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg thiŶgs iŶ diffeƌeŶt lights, so that giǀes ŵe the ĐoŶfideŶĐe 
to be able to do things on a college front and on a work front, and on a 
peƌsoŶ fƌoŶt as ǁell. I͛ǀe ŶotiĐed a ĐhaŶge iŶ ŵǇself. ;KBϮϳϯͿ  
 
BeiŶg a ŵatuƌe studeŶt iŵpaĐts oŶ KaƌeŶ͛s seŶse of self. LeaƌŶiŶg pƌoduĐes ĐhaŶge as 
it is a basis for her confidence which then affects other aspects of her life. 
 
 I doŶ͛t like lettiŶg people iŶ too ŵuĐh oŶ the ǁaǇ that I feel, through my 
history. (K249)  
 
KaƌeŶ͛s past eǆpeƌieŶĐes ŵake her reluctant to share her own feelings. She is open 
about her experiences but not with the feelings associated with them. She identifies a 
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negative side which can be destructive and when confidence is low - ͞that͛s ǁheƌe I 
haǀe to ǁatĐh that I doŶ͛t giǀe up͟ ;KϮϲϵͿ. Foƌ KaƌeŶ, leǀels of ĐoŶfideŶĐe aƌe ĐƌitiĐal 
to whether she continues or not.  
That ǁould haǀe ŵade ŵe feel that I͛d failed. I doŶ͛t ǁaŶt to fail ďeĐause 
I͛ŵ Ŷot a failuƌe aŶd ... upsets ŵe eǀeŶ ... thiŶk that I ĐaŶ͛t do soŵethiŶg 
because I know that I can ... (KB241) 
 
Karen puts a division between what she does and who she is. Withdrawing from the 
Đouƌse ǁould eƋuate to failuƌe iŶ KaƌeŶ͛s eǇes, and yet she feels that she would hold 
on to her self-belief that she is not a failure. She anticipates negative feelings just at 
the thought of having to confront the issue of withdrawal. 
 
WheŶ I doŶ͛t uŶdeƌstaŶd aŶǇthiŶg it͛s haƌd to see light at the eŶd of the 
tuŶŶel aŶd Ŷo ŵatteƌ hoǁ ŵaŶǇ tiŵes soŵethiŶg͛s eǆplaiŶed to ŵe I still 
ĐaŶ͛t get it, theŶ I feel it͛s goiŶg Ŷoǁheƌe so I do feel I͛ŵ goiŶg to fail. 
(KB267) 
 
I͛ǀe aĐhieǀed heaps aŶd I͛ŵ Ŷot pƌepaƌed to fail at the fiƌst huƌdle ... aŶd it 
upsets me to even think about that really. (KB243) 
 
The complexity she exhibits with her confidence and self-esteem is very much 
governed by the spur of the moment. She goes from feeling that she is going to fail to 
that of being very proud of herself (KB99). She even talks of her self-esteeŵ ͞soaƌiŶg 
though the roof͟ (KB97). These two extremes exist and are dispensed at various times 
which feeds into her identity as she holds uncomfortable emotional feelings which 
contrast to positive emotions. Holding on to the positives becomes a constant mental 
battle for her as she is aware of her weakness and propensity to allow negatives to 
dominate her. These are entrenched in her life - ͞I ǁould alǁaǇs fail ďeĐause of the 
ŶegatiǀitǇ͟ ;KBϴϵͿ.  
 
Sociality 
 
... meeting new people who I thought were going to be well educated 
compared to myself. (KB207) 
 
For Karen, meeting new people who were to be her fellow students was a concern for 
her and led to feelings of self doubt. She assumed that they were going to be better 
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educated than she was. She now feels more of an equal with them, but still there is a 
ďelief that ͞theǇ kŶoǁ ŵoƌe͟ thaŶ she does ;KBϭϲϵͿ.  
 
I had a lot of douďt ... I didŶ͛t ŵake it ĐoŵŵoŶ kŶoǁledge to aŶǇďodǇ. 
(KB29 – KB31) 
 
Feelings like doubt are anxieties that Karen keeps from others. She does not like to let 
others in, so therefore finds it difficult to confide and share her own anxieties (KB249). 
Like her past, she sees them as issues that only she can deal with (KB31, KB247), and is 
selective when it comes to friendships - ͞I oŶlǇ haǀe oŶe deaƌ fƌieŶd, ǁe͛ƌe the ďest of 
friends and that will never change͟ ;KBϭϬϱͿ. BeiŶg a ŵatuƌe studeŶt ǁill Ŷot haǀe aŶ 
impact on significant friendships. Karen does not perceive friendship outside of this as 
a source of support or enablement and would not expect a friendship to be found with 
her new classmates.  
 
I'm starting to think in different ways about people which is nice because 
I'm going to have to think in that way for the job I want to do anyway ... 
My, my work colleagues, I know ... I can understand now why I clash with 
certain personalities, not them as a person, it's the way that they do things 
and I'm seeing beyond that now, understanding that now. When you hear 
of the politics in the staffroom, it's going completely over my head because 
I'm thinking differently, not thinking to the way people manipulate you into 
thinking. So it's ... taken me to the next level. (KB81-KB83) 
 
FittiŶg iŶ at ǁoƌk is a ŵotiǀatioŶ to ĐhaŶge aŶd this ĐhaŶge feels ͚ŶiĐe͛. Within a few 
weeks, being a student has altered how Karen sees herself, both at work and towards 
her work colleagues. She feels that she has a better understanding of the relationships 
she has and she can rise above what she sees as the politics of the staffroom. She feels 
that her thinking is different and not determined by the influence of others and this 
new-found awareness strengthens the belief she has in herself, particularly in her work 
role. She also sees this as something she needs to develop in the job she wants to do in 
the future. Although self-esteem is a constant battle, in a social context she feels that 
the course has helped her reach an elevated level. 
 
Although Karen still sees her natural mother she states that, because of the mental 
health issues her mother has, she will never really understand what Karen is trying to 
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achieve (KB109). Karen accepts this detachment from her mother and feels no bond 
with her (KB7). Her father and her mother-in-law, and especially her husband on the 
other hand, do understand what Karen is trying to achieve and are very supportive. 
KaƌeŶ appƌeĐiates the ͞faith͟ that heƌ husband has in her as he validates her goals by 
giving her time and space to study by taking responsibility in looking after the children 
while she studies (KB39, KB43). At the same time Karen will take the opportunity to try 
to study together as a family as this deepens family connections for her (KB15). 
 
Karen also appreciates her fellow students and this contributes to her enjoyment of 
being a student. 
 
I love it (laughs), I was a bit unsure at first. I thought ergh ... I͛ŵ Ŷot ǇouŶg 
anymore you know, but oŶ the Đouƌse theƌe͛s ŵiǆed ages aŶd I like that 
aŶd theƌe͛s diffeƌeŶt people fƌoŵ all diffeƌeŶt ďaĐkgƌouŶds aŶd I also like 
that as well. (KB19) 
 
Mixed ages and social environments are positive elements of university for Karen. 
Although it took Karen a few weeks to settle on the course (KB29), she now feels more 
at ease as she can relate to those in her class. The building of relationships does not 
come easy and it takes time for her to feel settled with others. She now thinks 
differently about those whoŵ she ŵeets. ͞I used to steƌeotǇpe people, eƌŵ, Ƌuite a 
feǁ tiŵes, Ŷot iŶteŶtioŶallǇ ... aŶd I͛ŵ seeiŶg ďeǇoŶd that Ŷoǁ ďeĐause of the stuff I͛ŵ 
leaƌŶiŶg͟ ;KB ϴϯͿ. Paƌt of KaƌeŶ͛s leaƌŶiŶg is aďout otheƌ people aŶd the ƌelatioŶships 
she has with them. In this way, reflecting on others helps Karen to understand herself 
(KB87) through an engagement with a broader mix of people and working 
cooperatively with them. 
 
After her first six weeks, although enjoying being a student and being in classes (KB17) 
Karen refers to one tutor as ͚old sĐhool͛ because of her formal approach.  
 
I sort of like that, yeah, because she tells you what not to do and if you 
doŶ͛t, theŶ this ... so I soƌt of, iŶ soŵe ƌespeĐts I like to ďe told ǁhat to do 
... it gives me direction ... and plus the sort of discipline. (KB285) 
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Karen likes this approach as it gives her strong direction and clarity. In return for her 
conformity she is offered what she sees as boundaries. She welcomes this as she feels 
she needs firm guidance and discipline to enable her academic development. 
 
Embodiment 
 
I ǁas so sĐaƌed, aŶǆious, defiŶitelǇ eǆĐited ďeĐause it͛s a Ŷeǁ ĐhalleŶge ... 
overwhelmed. (KB23) 
 
Being a student gives rise to a range of emotions – excitement, being scared, 
͞paŶiĐkiŶg, feeliŶg ǁoƌƌied, aŶǆious͟ ;KBϮϭϭͿ. Oǀeƌall, staƌtiŶg a Đouƌse ďƌiŶgs the 
feeliŶg of ďeiŶg oǀeƌǁhelŵed. Although eŵphasised oŶ KaƌeŶ͛s fiƌst daǇ the ƌaŶge of 
emotions continued through the first few weeks. Feelings can be ambiguous: one 
ŵoŵeŶt aŶǆietǇ is ͞goŶe͟ ;KBϮϬϭͿ ďut theŶ ƌetuƌŶs as KaƌeŶ is ͞losiŶg sleep͟ ǁoƌƌǇiŶg 
about an assignment (KB217). Being worried is a familiar feeling that Karen has 
experienced throughout her life (KB89), yet the experience of being a student is 
͞ƌeǁaƌdiŶg͟ aŶd she sees the Ŷeed at tiŵes to Đalŵ heƌ eǆĐiteŵeŶt doǁŶ ;KBϵϳͿ.  
 
I fiŶd it haƌd to sleep oŶ MoŶdaǇ, thiŶgs aƌe goiŶg oǀeƌ aŶd it͛s aďsoƌďiŶg, 
and I start theorising things. (KB279) 
 
Through reflection, Karen analyses what she has learnt in class. Feelings can be hard to 
ĐoŶtƌol aŶd it ĐaŶ take up to tǁo daǇs foƌ heƌ to ͞sǁitĐh off͟ afteƌ heƌ daǇ iŶ uŶiǀeƌsitǇ 
(KB35). At the same time, success in tasks provides feelings of pride which exceed her 
expectations and this is especially emphasised with a sense of achievement when her 
first assessment was returned to her showing that she had passed.  
 
FaŶtastiĐ! I ǁasŶ͛t aiŵiŶg foƌ A͛s oƌ B͛s, I was just aiming for a pass and that 
gave me a huge reassurance that I could do it and I was able to do it. That 
was a huge sense of achievement. ... I was so proud. Very proud! (KB305) 
 
Being a student is a process of becoming – it is challenged by the past but goes some 
way to make a future that feels more positive. Karen talks of the time this takes, but 
the sense of achievement is rewarding as she has confirmation that she can achieve at 
this leǀel. PassiŶg heƌ fiƌst assigŶŵeŶt ǁas a ͞huge faĐtoƌ͟ ǁhich determined whether 
she would continue (KB147). The motivation for Karen was not so much a high grade, 
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ďut the eŵďodiŵeŶt feaƌ of failuƌe ǁhiĐh ǁas ͞disŵissed at that poiŶt͟ ;KBϯϬϳͿ. Foƌ 
Karen, it was an important time because being in an unfamiliar environment of higher 
eduĐatioŶ ŵade heƌ feel ͞ǀulŶeƌaďle͟ ;KBϯϳͿ, and with it feelings of insecurity; a 
feeling she had experienced previously in her life (KB7).  
 
Temporality 
 
I was always a worrier ... I would always fail because of the negativity that 
I͛ǀe had since I was a child, and this, this is helping me to understand that 
I͛ŵ Ŷot a failuƌe aŶd that I ĐaŶ do thiŶgs. ;KBϴϵͿ 
 
The pƌeseŶt is iŶflueŶĐed ďǇ KaƌeŶ͛s eǆpeƌieŶĐe as a Đhild. “he feels that she has ďeeŶ 
able to turn negative experiences into positives, but it is not something that comes 
easy to her. Learning helps her to understand herself and her past. At present she 
wants to draw on her experiences and the way that she has dealt with them to help 
others in the future. However, she identifies a capacity to allow negativity to creep up 
on her, which is something she has to consciously fight against. When she succeeds in 
doing this she makes the link of how her past can influence the future and her 
foundation degree is the connection to enable her to do that.  
 
... I thiŶk this Ǉeaƌ as a ǁhole ... I͛ǀe alǁaǇs kŶoǁŶ ǁhat I ǁaŶt to do, but 
this year I actually did the things that I wanted to do like stopped smoking 
in January, like I did the Race for Life iŶ MaǇ aŶd Ŷoǁ I͛ǀe staƌted this so 
I͛ǀe aĐhieǀed so ŵuĐh. It͛s ƌeŵaƌkaďle ƌeallǇ ... Ǉeah ... aŶd this is just 
helping me even more. (KB99) 
 
This extract depicts a sense of movement from the static mode of experience evident 
before the year began and how it has orientated her thinking toward new possibilities. 
Being a student can inspire change and new directions. Karen ventured on to her 
course at a time when she felt that she was accomplishing other things in her life. Each 
ǁas a step aǁaǇ fƌoŵ heƌ past aŶd she uses ǁoƌds like ͚aĐhieǀeŵeŶt͛ ǁheŶ describing 
significant turning points during the year. For Karen, it is important to make a positive 
future out of her past and helping others is one way that she feels she can do this. She 
Đalls it ͚ƌeŵaƌkaďle͛ that she has ŵet the ĐhalleŶges she puts iŶ front of her, and this 
gives her hope that others will benefit from her progression. Therefore, being a 
student enables her past to be a basis for her future.  
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Spatiality 
 
I ǁas so sĐaƌed, I ǁas oŶ the ͚phoŶe to ŵǇ husďaŶd saǇiŶg I͛ŵ at the dooƌ 
... and he͛s like ͞just go iŶ͟ Ǉou kŶoǁ. I ǁas so sĐaƌed, aŶǆious, eǆĐited, 
defiŶitelǇ eǆĐited ďeĐause it͛s a Ŷeǁ ĐhalleŶge foƌ ŵe ... eƌŵ ... 
oǀeƌǁhelŵed.͟ ;KBϮϯͿ 
 
Being a student means entering a new building with an unfamiliar environment. 
Negotiating this experience, Karen does as a team with her husband. The first day for 
Karen made her very aware of her surroundings. She recalls quite vividly where she 
was and how she felt as she entered the building which made a strong impression on 
her and gave rise to emotional responses. In this state she needed to be encouraged 
and navigated through the ordeal of getting to the room by her husband. For Karen, it 
felt like eŶteƌiŶg ͞the uŶkŶoǁŶ͟ ;KB25) aŶd ƌeĐalls the eǆpeƌieŶĐe as ͞hoƌƌiďle͟ 
(KB213). 
 
Studying gives Karen an opportunity to unite her family. At home she tries to ensure 
that the family study together in the same room (KB115) – her eldest son is studying at 
the same institution on a further education course and her other son is still at school. 
So being a mature student involves being with others, negotiating space and making 
the home a centre of learning, but it is also about finding space outside of the home. 
Karen also uses her bedroom as a study room for herself when she needs to be quiet, 
but she has found the need, on occasions, to come into university on a Sunday to study 
as she feels that there are fewer distractions (KN257). 
 
Project 
Karen feels that she has achieved a lot in a short space of time and the year has shown 
that projects can change; the once impossible can become achievable and that her 
goals aƌe oďtaiŶaďle. The ͚‘aĐe for Life͛ and stopping smoking were big achievements 
for her and have given her hope that she can see things through. Karen has a belief in 
her capability as long as she can ward off her negativity (KB89). 
 
I believe it's going to open up so many doors for me, I'm not sure at this 
stage which one entirely I want to take ... I don't know whether after this 
one I'm going to top it up with a social worker one - I'm not sure. (KB186) 
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As KaƌeŶ͛s diƌeĐtioŶ ĐhaŶges aŶd heƌ oppoƌtuŶities iŶĐƌease heƌ future projects can be 
made uncertain. It has made her question her future and the direction she wants to go 
in as she contemplates other options available to her through her course. She talks 
about life after her foundation degree has been completed and so has a vision of 
aĐhieǀiŶg it. KaƌeŶ is ͞thiŶkiŶg loŶg teƌŵ͟ aďout otheƌ possiďle Đouƌses she Đould go oŶ 
to at level 6 (KB295). However, she is in, what feels like, a luxurious position whereby 
she does not have to make any decision about her future for at least another year 
when her current course nears its end (KB295). 
 
I͛ŵ so passioŶate aŶd keeŶ, but I still haǀe that aŶǆious feeliŶg ... I͛ŵ loǀiŶg 
every minute of it really. (KB85) 
 
LeaƌŶiŶg eŶhaŶĐes KaƌeŶ͛s passioŶ aŶd eŶthusiasŵ, but does not eradicate the anxiety 
that constantly accompanies her. The moment reminds her how much she is enjoying 
being a student, but anxiety is ever present. 
 
I just didŶ͛t thiŶk aĐadeŵiĐallǇ I ǁould ďe aďle to do it aŶd ǁith ŵǇ 
confidence sometimes that can be an issue. (KB13) 
 
Doubts as to her capability are put in the past tense and now studying is a current 
project that is motivated by a belief that she can achieve at this level. However, doubt 
is still a constant companion and this makes her question that she can get through her 
course. For Karen, there is a dilemma as to her oǁŶ aďilitǇ. ͞I haǀe douďts ... ďut I do 
think I can do it͟ ;KBϮϯϱͿ.  KaƌeŶ ƌeŵiŶds heƌself of hoǁ she has ŵaŶaged pƌojeĐts iŶ 
the past - ͞WheŶ I feel I͛ŵ goiŶg to fail soŵethiŶg that͛s ǁheƌe I haǀe to ǁatĐh that I 
doŶ͛t giǀe up͟ ;KBϮϲϵͿ. The pƌojeĐt of leaƌŶiŶg foƌ KaƌeŶ is fƌagile. It is soŵethiŶg that 
can fail, be walked away from, or be taken away from her, and it all relates to how 
confidence has been an issue in the past.  
 
Confidence is especially emphasised in the return of her first assignment. This gave her 
a real indication as to whether she had the ability to succeed at this level. When the 
grade and feedback came confirming that she had passed it plaǇed a ͞huge paƌt͟ iŶ heƌ 
decision to continue (KB147). However, thoughts of withdrawing are never far away. 
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Struggling at the end of her first year with a piece of work, once again, makes her 
doubt her own ability (KB217).  
 
Discourse 
Karen talks mainly about herself; not so much as a mother or a nursery nurse but as a 
person striving to reach the ideals she has in her mind. In describing her relationship 
with study and being on the course, Karen uses a lot of words that relate to emotions 
of tǁo eǆtƌeŵes. “he uses phƌases suĐh as ͚aĐhieǀed heaps͛, ͚pƌoud͛, ͚Ŷeǁ ĐhalleŶge͛, 
͚excited͛, ďut at the saŵe tiŵe theƌe aƌe ǁoƌds suĐh as ͚douďt͛, ͚ĐhaŶge͛, ͚aŶǆious͛ aŶd 
͚sĐaƌed͛.  LeaƌŶiŶg is ͚haƌd͛ aŶd uŶĐeƌtaiŶ, but something to strive for. She goes from 
feeling fantastic to feeling very vulnerable, but all the time it is as if she has the 
mindset of expecting things to be negative. For example, she expected others in her 
gƌoup to ďe a ͞thƌeat͟ to heƌ ;KBϮϬϵͿ, and saw the course as a series of hurdles 
(KB243). Karen reveals a lot about herself and about her negativity and these are 
issues which she rarely confides. At the same time there are indicators of real personal 
determination and enthusiasm to succeed, but quite often she can be heavily critical 
and unforgiving of her own limitations (KB137, KB181). There is a detachment toward 
others in the sense that she is unconcerned with how others may perceive her, as what 
she is doing is something for herself. The negativity is often expressive; however, they 
are terms she seems to have a good understanding of. At the same time she has an 
awareness of her own needs and the guidance she requires to succeed in the future 
(KB229).  
 
Summary 
During the first six weeks KaƌeŶ͛s eǆpeƌieŶĐe of ďeiŶg a studeŶt has brought a whole 
host of emotions. On one side is constant anxiety and on the other is growing 
confidence and enjoyment. The experience is changing Karen as a person as it 
enhances her self perception. The first day was of particular significance with her 
emotions being heightened as she was encouraged into the building by her husband. 
Receiving her first assignment back was also significant as this established belief that 
she could study at the level required. If she had not passed it could have meant 
withdrawing from the course and that would have been a failure in her eyes. Meeting 
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fellow students was a concern, but as she got to know and relate to them she began to 
appreciate their support. Karen has an altruistic vision of what she wants to do in the 
future, although she does not clarify exactly what that might be. Her course is a step 
towards her future which encompasses strong negative emotions of the past which 
she has to fight against. 
 
 
Nick 
 
Selfhood 
 
I͛ŵ a faŵilǇ ŵaŶ, so I͛ǀe got to soƌt of tƌǇ aŶd teaƌ ŵǇself aǁaǇ fƌoŵ the 
family every so often to get into my studies, aŶd theŶ of Đouƌse theƌe͛s ŵǇ 
work ... you know, trying to marry the three, you know, in the sense that 
I͛d say, er ... this is family time, this is work time, this is study time, and it 
can be frustrating. (NB20) 
 
NiĐk fiŶds the eǆpeƌieŶĐe of ďeiŶg a studeŶt ͞Ŷeƌǀe-ƌaĐkiŶg͟ ;NBϮϬͿ; hoǁeǀeƌ, it is 
more about how it impacts on him in relation to his family. For Nick, being part of his 
family is central to his identity and everything else revolves around that. There is a 
clear vision as to how his life is divided up as he tries to marry the three current 
aspects that contribute to his life. Although this helps to apportion his study time, 
ďeiŶg a studeŶt ďƌiŶgs fƌustƌatioŶ ĐƌeatiŶg a dileŵŵa as he has to ͚teaƌ͛ hiŵself aǁaǇ 
from his family. This means juggling his three roles to ensure that they are evenly 
balanced (NB64). 
 
Like I said ďefoƌe, ǁatĐhiŶg TV, Ǉou͛ǀe got a lecturer at the front just ... two 
houƌs of ďoƌiŶg Đhat, Ǉou͛ǀe got to do ǁƌitiŶg, ǁith Ŷo iŶteƌaĐtioŶ fƌoŵ the 
studeŶts, ďut Ǉeah, it͛s ďeeŶ the total opposite. ;NBϴϴͿ 
 
Nick anticipated that his student role would be a passive one. He expected some sort 
of hierarchical divide which derived from drama programmes he had seen on 
television (NB38). His impression of higher education had framed his expectation and 
he refers to the television representation on occasions (NB154, NB191). On starting 
the course Nick felt that he was willing to accept a subordinate role on the receiving 
end of a one-way communication system within the learning environment. It was, for 
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him, the way things were done. There was a sense of surprise that this did not turn out 
as expected. 
 
Obviously I perform in public so my confidence was sort of up there 
anyway, so I feel pretty confident, but then, erm, and then the other side 
as well, okay, new group of people, something new, right, so it's like well 
how am I gonna cope? I think that's ... that's the word - coping ͚cos I've got 
to find a new strategy, a new mechanism to get by, yeah. (NB42) 
 
NiĐk ĐoŶtƌasts tǁo sides to his ĐoŶfideŶĐe. As a ŵusiĐiaŶ, he feels ͞iŶ ĐoŶtƌol͟. He sees 
hiŵself oŶ stage as ͞giǀiŶg his taleŶts͟ aŶd ďeiŶg appƌeĐiated, ͞ǁheƌeas ǁheŶ Ǉou͛ƌe 
sittiŶg iŶ the audieŶĐe it͛s the total opposite͟ ;NBϭϵϳͿ. IŶ the Đlassƌooŵ he is paƌt of 
the audience and subsequently takes on a different role. The music stage for Nick is 
something he feels very comfortable on and in stark contrast to that of a student. 
Being a student means having to adapt to being in a new group and finding ways which 
ǁill eŶaďle hiŵ to ͚Đope͛ ǁith this Ŷeǁ eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt. 
 
... back in my young days I was quite a shy person and it was my music that 
helped me break out. (NB203)   
 
Music has been important for Nick and it still plays a big role in his life. It has been the 
key to unlock his shyness. He identifies his own needs in relation to this in the way that 
he likes to have positive people around him who appreciate his efforts (NB50). If Nick 
is not appreciated after he has put his ͞all iŶto͟ soŵethiŶg he feels it ͞deŶts ;hiŵͿ 
Ƌuite a ďit͟ ;NBϮϬϳͿ. The ĐoŶfideŶĐe iŶ his ideŶtitǇ is ofteŶ ƌeliaŶt oŶ hoǁ otheƌs ǀieǁ 
him. 
 
... so if there's group work and it's got to ďe pƌeseŶted, it's ͚heǇ NiĐk, Ǉou 
go, Ǉou go͛, ƌight aŶd I soƌt of get iŶto a ƌole ƌeallǇ, oƌ should I saǇ a 
musicians role, okay I'm on show now and I'm gonna go out there and give 
it. (NB201) 
 
This eǆeŵplifies the eǆtƌoǀeƌt side iŶ NiĐk͛s peƌsonality in that his social identity and 
presence is governed by those whom he associates with and who want to be reliant 
upon him. Like being on stage he honours the wishes of his fellow students which 
ultimately brings out self-confidence.  
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From doing an online exercise in one of his classes within the first few weeks Nick has 
ideŶtified his pƌefeƌƌed leaƌŶiŶg stǇle. He sees hiŵself as a ͞kiŶaesthetiĐ leaƌŶeƌ͟ 
ǁheƌe he ǁould ƌatheƌ ďe aĐtiǀelǇ ͞doiŶg soŵethiŶg ƌatheƌ thaŶ sittiŶg aŶd just 
listeŶiŶg͟ ;NBϵϰ). This helps Nick to classify himself in a similar way to how he 
designates and apportions time. His interpretation of his experience is very much 
based on an inventory system where, once he can categorise or associate the 
experience, he appears to have a sense of control over it.   
 
Sociality 
Although Nick does not go out much he still sees his friends who take an interest in his 
studies (NB98). He sees this as a source of support. However, his main source of 
support is his wife. She has added new dimensions to his life and was the one who 
encouraged and enabled him to do the course, even to the extent where she sacrificed 
her own post-graduate course (NB80). He is very accepting of the advice and guidance 
she gives -͞she͛s ďeeŶ ŵǇ ĐƌutĐh aŶd suppoƌt͟ ;NBϮϭϯͿ.  
 
… it's just a Đase of eǀeƌǇ Ŷoǁ aŶd theŶ, ŵaǇďe it Ŷeeds to ďe ƌuthless and 
says 'this is me time, I need to study, I need to sit down and do this, even if 
someone has to get upset over it. You know I don't want to, but you know 
it might have to be sometimes. (NB66) 
 
Although Nick tries to balance his time for his wife and his children there comes a point 
ǁheƌe he puts hiŵself fiƌst. He ƌeĐogŶises that he ŵaǇ Ŷeed to ďe ͚ƌuthless͛ at tiŵes as 
study is about re-prioritising and involves putting his own needs first; something he 
finds difficult. This situation creates a state of dissonance with his identity as a family 
man.  
 
I think my most interesting experience really is seeing so many smiling 
faĐes. I haǀeŶ͛t ǁalked oŶ the gƌouŶds aŶd seeŶ a sulkǇ faĐe Ǉet ... aŶd I 
think that in itself is an experience. (NB166) 
 
The social aspect within the institution is something Nick occasionally refers to. He 
likes being in the building and the atmosphere within it. Although feeling comfortable 
he searches for responses in others which then establishes his own sense of presence 
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as he sees himself in relation to others. This search for acceptance was very much a 
cause for concern on his first day. 
 
... when we were in the lecture room or lecture theatre, you seen all the 
rows of seats, you think hang-on, are all the classrooms like that? But 
obviously when we broke up and they're of a size that's reasonable, okay 
yes, I can interact here and that was a key thing for me to know I can 
interact with peers as well as the lecturers. (NB90)  
 
OŶ NiĐk͛s Đouƌse theƌe aƌe thƌee gƌoups of appƌoǆiŵatelǇ ϮϮ studeŶts iŶ eaĐh aŶd at 
induction they were amalgamated. This was a concern for Nick as he thought that this 
was how they were going to be taught. The large lecture theatre was an intrusion as 
being in such a large group he could not visualise his own self in relation to others, 
because he could not see the scope of his interaction. It was a significant moment 
when they were divided up into smaller groups as this helped to alleviate elements of 
NiĐk͛s self douďt. OŶĐe iŶ theiƌ ƌespeĐtiǀe gƌoups he felt ŵoƌe at ease aŶd ĐoŶfideŶt, 
because he felt he could now interact in a classroom environment.  
 
I think students push you in that direction ... because I am a confident 
person, right, so if there's group work and it's got to be presented ... I sort 
of get into a role really, or should I say a musicians role, okay I'm on show 
now and I'm gonna go out there and give it. (NB201) 
 
Nick draws on his stage confidence as a musician when it comes to group work and 
presenting. He sees it as stepping into a role. He revels in the way that others look to 
him to take the lead and he is very willing to do this. For Nick, it is the feeling of being 
appreciated which enhances confidence with his fellow students.  
 
It would be an anti-booster to my confidence that would, ƌight ͚cos I like to 
mix and work with like minded people who are caring, supportive, right, 
and if I don't receive some of that care and support then it's like ... Again I 
go back to that word appreciation, I wouldn't feel appreciated what I'm 
doing, what I've done and the contributions that I could put ahead to help 
others, so it would be pushing me in the wrong direction. (NB215) 
 
Nick sees himself as caring and supportive and it is these characteristics that he looks 
for in others to interact with. The relationship Nick has with his fellow students and the 
feelings of security and appreciation are extended also to his relationship with his 
tutors. Although he was willing to accept a passive role, he now feels that the empathy 
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shown toward him by tutors has also boosted his confidence. Nick believes that had he 
not received this it would have affected his confidence (NB179). For Nick, it is about 
calculating how he fits in. Feeling secure with others helps him to exert a positive 
influence on those he associates with. Although altruistic, it stems from his needs of 
feeling accepted and needed.  
 
Embodiment 
 
It was nerve-ƌaĐkiŶg ƌeallǇ. I didŶ͛t kŶoǁ ǁhat to eǆpeĐt ... loads of Ŷeǁ 
faces, right well, who am I gonna work well with? What are the lecturers 
like? ... I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ aŶǇďodǇ, I͛ŵ a stƌaŶgeƌ heƌe. ;NBϮϰͿ  
 
Not knowing what to expect on his first day and being in a new environment 
emphasised the feeling of isolation which led Nick to self-assess how he would fit in. 
‘efleĐtiŶg ďaĐk oŶ his fiƌst daǇ he ƌeĐalls feeliŶg like a ͚stƌaŶgeƌ͛ ǁhiĐh ŵade hiŵ 
nervous. For Nick, the induction did help him feel more settled and secure about his 
course and toward himself. The following week, however, brought different feelings. 
 
We were almost like bombarded with information. It was almost like 
overload on the first day (NBϯϰͿ, theƌe͛s papeƌs ĐoŵiŶg fƌoŵ that 
direction, papers coming from that direction ... I almost had a folder full of 
information on the first day. (NB193) 
 
If the first day brought feelings of anxiety, the following week brought feelings of 
bombardment. Nick started three modules and for each he was issued with a Module 
Delivery Scheme, one or two assignments and readings for the following week. He had 
seen what stress had done to others in his experience in mental health (NB54) and so 
was conscious of triggers which could lead to this in himself. He concluded that he was 
not going to allow it to affect him. He managed this by taking what he called a 
͞ďalaŶĐed͟ appƌoaĐh ;NBϱϰͿ. This ŵeaŶt hiŵ steppiŶg out of his ͚Đoŵfoƌt zoŶe͛ aŶd 
bracing himself for a period of discomfort, while simultaneously not allowing himself 
to dwell on negative emotions (NB74). 
 
... overwhelming, but brilliant. You think, okay, if I can pass that pain 
ďaƌƌieƌ theŶ I kŶoǁ I͛ll ďe aďle to ĐoŶtiŶue. ;NBϭϳϳͿ 
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Nick experienced two extreme feelings at the same time during his first few weeks. 
The feeling of being overwhelmed was also accompanied by a positive feeling of 
enjoyment. At the time he was able to categorise this period and see it as a short-term 
stage which he must get through. He had identified that this was going to be probably 
the most difficult part of the course for him. 
 
At home Nick ensures that his daughter has priority over the one computer they have. 
This ultimately means Nick studies late into the evenings which makes him feel 
͞shatteƌed͟ ;NBϮϬͿ. He mentions getting headaches during the first few weeks in the 
plural sense, but then states that it had only happened once. He feels, in this instance, 
that it was self-inflicted and puts it down to staying up late and losing sleep in his quest 
to spread his time evenly between family, work and study (NB58-NB64). He also 
acknowledges that his tiredness spreads to feeling sleepy in classes, but this only 
happens when there is an absence of an interactive style of delivery from the tutor 
(NB92).  
 
Temporality 
 
I saǇ ... it͛s a ǁeek that͛s goŶe aŶd I͛ǀe got so ŵaŶǇ ǁeeks to pƌogƌess, and 
I kŶoǁ it͛s goiŶg to lead ŵe oŶ to ǁheƌe I ǁaŶt to ďe. ;NBϭϬϰͿ 
 
For Nick, being on the course is very much a journey. As each week passes he mentally 
calculates the remainder that are left. He has a desire to use what he has learnt in his 
life and sees the course in this period of time as a stepping stone between his past and 
his future (NB54). The timing was right for Nick in his life to start his foundation 
degree, although he does suggest that theƌe is ͞Ŷeǀeƌ a ǁƌoŶg tiŵe͟ ;NBϱϰͿ. He ǁould 
have done a course like this sooner if circumstances had been right, but always felt 
that his dislike of reading would be a hindrance when it came to his academic ability 
(NB164).  
 
Nick is clear in the direction he wants to go in the future. However, there is an 
ambiguity about how he wants to use his past. In a way, he is disconnected from his 
previous career in mental health and fully focused on his ambition which takes him in a 
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totally different direction. His background has given him an appreciation of mental 
health which he wants to safeguard in himself.  
 
That first day reminded me of my school, my first day at school and you 
know I've still got that memory when my mom left me. (NB70)  
 
... it͛s the oŶlǇ tiŵe I ĐaŶ saǇ that͛s ƌeallǇ ďƌought ďaĐk those ŵeŵoƌies of 
childhood. (NB72) 
 
Theƌe aƌe aspeĐts of NiĐk͛s past ǁhiĐh aƌe eŶtƌeŶĐhed ǁithiŶ hiŵ ǁhiĐh he assoĐiates 
with his first day. It brought back vivid memories of how he felt on his first day at 
school; feelings of isolation of which he has not experienced since. Entering the 
building on his way to the induction made him question himself as to how he would fit 
in, who he would work with and what the lecturers were like (NB24). 
The first few weeks for Nick were:  
 
... overwhelming, but brilliant! You think, okay, if I can pass that pain 
ďaƌƌieƌ theŶ I kŶoǁ I͛ll ďe aďle to ĐoŶtiŶue aŶd go thƌough it ... It͛s a ďit like 
life really. Once you get past certain milestones or steps, you know, it 
ďeĐoŵes easieƌ ... aŶd that ǁaǇ Ǉou kŶoǁ Ǉou͛ǀe oǀeƌĐoŵe the fiƌst paƌt ... 
might be hard, but at least you know you can achieve. (NB173-NB177) 
 
Nick enjoyed the start of his course, but he did find being a student overwhelming. 
Although the experience was associated with his past, his drive was very much 
determined by his goal of wanting to teach and he has a clear vision of where he wants 
to be in the future (NB106). Studying is deferred gratification and he is willing to 
accept discomfort to achieve his goal. Although starting the course did have a big 
impact on him, he also had the ability to reflect and evaluate his experience which he 
could then put into context in relation to its value. This gave him the capability to 
brace himself of the impact and develop a strategic vision of his journey which he 
ǁould see as ďeĐoŵiŶg easieƌ if he Đould ͞get past ĐeƌtaiŶ ŵilestoŶes͟ ;NBϭϳϳͿ. The 
͚paiŶ-ďaƌƌieƌ͛ is soŵethiŶg he is pƌepaƌed to eŶduƌe ďeĐause it is aŶ iŶǀestŵeŶt foƌ the 
future. Like life, learning involves going through discomfort in order to be in a position 
where he can manage it and with it a belief that he can achieve. 
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Spatiality 
 
I think because where I studied then it's sort of real close to home, 
geographically, right, because I was obviously born and brought up in 
(name), that's where I studied as well, right, so ... everything was local, but 
then coming here ... (NB28) 
 
Being a student takes Nick away from home. For the first time he was attending an 
institution on his own - outside his local and familiar area, which he sees as part of his 
development. Previously, up until he met his wife, staying geographically within his 
area had been important to him. Venturing outside to attend university made a strong 
impression on him. It made hiŵ feel, ǁheŶ he eŶteƌed the ďuildiŶg, like ͞a stƌaŶgeƌ͟ 
(NB26).  
 
Yes, especially when we were in the lecture room or lecture theatre, you 
seen all the rows of seats, used to think hang-on, are all the classrooms like 
that? (NB90) 
 
OŶe of NiĐk͛s fiƌst iŵpƌessioŶs of the uŶiǀeƌsitǇ ǁas ǁheŶ he eŶteƌed the leĐtuƌe 
theatre for his induction. He found the size and vast space daunting and it raised 
concerns as to whether he could be comfortable in such an environment. He felt 
restricted and reticent to interact. 
 
...  the other time that something new to me was, erm ... travelling, right, 
because I'm sort of home grown, you know you don't travel very far from 
home, but since meeting my wife, you know, er, she brought something 
new into me, whereas I was able to look at a map, study it, oh yes the M1 
takes you so far, okay let's do it, oh, M40 - roads I've never known before, 
you know ... been able to venture out. (NB78) 
 
Prior to being a student it had been his wife who had helped Nick venture outside the 
area where he had grown up. This brought a renewed confidence in Nick where he 
could look at a map and have the belief that he could travel to different places. Now 
he was doing this on his own in higher education, and this was a sign of his own 
development and maturity. The time was right for him in his life to explore beyond his 
geographic boundaries. 
 
If you don't get out of your comfort zone you'll always be there, and if you 
want to be higher you need to go out and do something new. (NB74) 
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Nick sees his development within his control which involves him venturing out and 
going to other places. Although this is unsettling for Nick he is willing to go though this 
discomfort as he now sees the restrictions that he had previously put upon himself. 
Conversely, he says that he does not go out much. However, he does perform as a 
musician and he does go to church (NB48). 
 
Home is where Nick feels very much at ease, but studying there can be a struggle due 
to the restriction of space. He tends to use the table in his front room, away from the 
television, where he feels he can scatter his books (NB221). With only one computer in 
the house he has to compete for it, but gives his daughter priority of the space as she 
is studying for her GCSEs (NB20).  
 
Project 
 
I͛ŵ goiŶg to ƌeaĐh ŵǇ goal aŶd that͛s to teaĐh. ;NBϭϳϵͿ 
 
The current project for Nick is his studies and this is motivated by a clear focus of what 
he wants to do in the future. It is a drive that was a decisive factor in deciding to do his 
foundation degree (NB8). It is this that keeps him on the course, although he does feel 
that his relationship with peers and tutors were also contributing factors (NB179).  
 
MǇ goals aƌe still the saŵe; I ǁaŶt to teaĐh ... I͛ŵ Ŷot ĐhaŶgiŶg that oŶe at 
all. (NB227) 
 
Nick is almost defiant in his vision of future projects. He is committed and there is an 
underlying sense that he will achieve on the course. Any weaknesses he may have are 
no longer considered. For example, he is prepared to overcome his dislike of reading as 
he knows that this is part of higher education. He even feels after a few weeks that he 
is making progress with this (NB18).  
 
... there's always something that I'm learning still, so even in my 
conversations now, say like I would be talking about erm, theorists, just 
'oh, Vygotsky, ...  Bruner, so, even the ... the language I'm beginning to 
speak just naturally. It shows that I am learning something. (NB40) 
 
67 
 
Being a student for Nick is about continual learning, and a sign for him that he is 
learning is that he can, in his conversations, use theorists he has studied. The project of 
study is influencing the language he uses and it is through his understanding of such 
concepts which boost his confidence. Being able to articulate his understanding in this 
way gives a new dimension to his social interaction. 
 
Well I've had one B and two C͛s for which I'm dead chuffed with really, 
right, to know that these were my first ones, right, and obviously and using 
those as a stepping stone to get me further, right, you know. Some might 
have been disappointed that they got a C, but no, I says ... if I start 
somewhere I can always build on this, so I was really chuffed. (NB209) 
 
The grades Nick has received so far have confirmed to him that he has the ability. They 
have boosted his confidence and given him the belief to achieve higher. Once again he 
sees his studies and the grades he achieves as something to build upon for the future. 
These are no signs of disappointment as he takes more of a strategic approach to his 
studies. He is open to feedback and any that he gets he internalises so that he can 
build upon it. In the past there were self-doubts regarding his ability to achieve in 
education (NB18), but now there is a vision of his journey which, through his growing 
confidence, he sees himself completing.  
 
His positive approach is also reflected in his attitude to losing his job in mental heath; a 
job he had done for twenty years. He used it as a trigger to start his journey into 
teaching because it finally gave him the time to study toward it (NB114). As one 
project ends it allows opportunity for another one to begin. To become a teacher is his 
goal and Nick sees his progression as a journey with teaching as his final destination. 
He feels determined and positive, but he is also aware of being self-critical - ͞I do haǀe 
a tendeŶĐǇ ... of kŶoĐkiŶg ŵǇself doǁŶ ... if I kŶoǁ I ĐaŶ do soŵethiŶg aŶd I doŶ͛t 
attaiŶ it͟ ;NBϱϬͿ. Although Ŷo ŵeŶtioŶ is ŵade of ǁithdƌaǁiŶg fƌoŵ the Đouƌse he 
does state that he would consider dropping out if his family needed him (NB217), or if 
he recognised symptoms within himself that his mental health was deteriorating. For 
NiĐk, this is his ͞ďiggest sĐaƌe͟ ;NBϭϯϴͿ, because he has seen it in many others over the 
years through his work. Apart from this, Nick feels committed to carry out what is 
needed to complete the course. 
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Discourse 
The language Nick uses is positive and most of what his lifeworld entails he puts into 
context of the journey he is on. Each aspect of being a student is part of a stage on the 
way to reaching his goals. He sees the present as a ͚steppiŶg stoŶe͛ oƌ a ͚ŵilestoŶe͛ 
and any obstruction just means taking some sort of detour. There appears to be an 
assured expectation he will reach his destination. He refers to the challenges he faces 
as leaǀiŶg his ͚Đoŵfoƌt zoŶe͛ aŶd goiŶg thƌough ͚paiŶ ďaƌƌieƌs͛ ǁhiĐh he ďƌaĐes hiŵself 
for, but he also talks about travelling in a plural sense with others. At the core of his 
choice of words there is a strong sense of his need to be accepted and be surrounded 
by others with whom he feels comfortable. Although he focuses on his own ambitions 
he never loses sight of significant people in his life.  
 
Nick also talks with the use of analogies. He categorises feelings by associating them 
with how he has felt in the past. He apportions time in the same way and focuses on 
how the present enables his transfer to the next phase of his life. At the same time he 
refers to himself very much in relation to, and part of, his immediate family. 
 
Summary 
Nick, when starting the course, was very much influenced by television programmes he 
had watched. He was expecting to take on a very passive role as a student; however, 
his perception of higher education changed very quickly. His confidence appears to be 
reliant on those around him and whether he feels comfortable and accepted by them. 
Being a musician is a big part of his life and this has helped him overcome his shyness. 
His wife is a big influence on him and the main supportive person who has encouraged 
him to challenge himself. He appreciates the support he receives, and this extends to 
those who are on the course with him. The start of the course was overwhelming, 
bringing back vivid memories often associated with feelings of isolation. However, he 
has overcome this and is enjoying being a student. Nick has a clear vision of his future 
and the course is an investment in that future. 
 
 
 
69 
 
Fara 
 
Selfhood 
 
I feel like I really let myself down at the age of 17, 18. (FB12) 
 
I ŵade ǁƌoŶg ĐhoiĐes theŶ aŶd I͛ǀe alǁaǇs ƌegƌetted it ... I feel this is ŵǇ 
second chance in a way aŶd I͛ŵ ƌeallǇ foĐused. ;FBϭϰͿ 
 
For Fara, the fact that she did not achieve academically when she had the opportunity 
has been something which has stayed with her. She is quite critical, in an unforgiving 
way, of her behaviour when she was given the opportunity in post-compulsory 
education and this has influenced her decision to return. She has carried this regret 
with her since her teens and returning to education helps restore the respect she has 
foƌ heƌself iŶ this aƌea. Faƌa͛s ideŶtitǇ aŶd ǀieǁ of heƌself is defined by her teenage 
experience. Therefore, the qualification is more important to her than what the 
qualification can do for her (FB198).  
 
I've always been a studious person; I've always really liked being in the 
educational environment and loved studying really and challenging myself. 
(FB4) 
 
The inner belief Fara has in her educational ability has been trapped within her for a 
long time and is released by the opportunity of being a student. She has considered 
returning on a number of occasions, but although she is only 26 she feels that if she 
had left it too ŵuĐh loŶgeƌ she ǁould ĐoŶsideƌ heƌself ͞too old͟ to ƌeaĐh heƌ goal of 
becoming a teacher (FB8). Being in an educational environment brings out a positive 
side to Faƌa͛s ideŶtitǇ. It giǀes heƌ the opportunity to challenge herself and there is 
confidence in her ability as well as a belief in her own potential (FB16). 
 
I was looking for excuses really to drop out. I was looking for excuses, yeah. 
I was just looking for things like, while ... I hope my teacher doesn't give me 
the time off work to, you know, my boss giving me the time off work to 
come to Uni. (FB33) 
 
I needed an excuse so I would have blamed ... someone to blame and even 
resent it in the end ... (FB149) 
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Being a student brings conflict within Fara. Although she feels she belongs in education 
she needs an excuse to withdraw from it. It is this element that prevents her from 
reaching her potential and goal to graduate (FB149). Although it was her decision to 
return to education, and although it goes some way to repair regretful moments from 
her past as well as giving her an opportunity to achieve, she desperately looks for 
reasons to drop out. However, she wants the responsibility to fall on someone else and 
the reason to be imposed upon her, thereby giving her someone else to blame. In this 
way it disguises the real issue. Having this as an excuse enforced upon her would help 
her to not look inwards and blame herself, a trait she finds in her husband and one she 
does not want to emulate (FB149). She also realises that this would have resulted in 
projecting resentment on to someone else to deflect any discontentment she may feel 
toward herself. This exemplifies the ambiguity within Fara as regards the part 
education plays in her life. 
 
I just ǁouldŶ͛t ďe happǇ ǁith ŵǇself. I͛d feel I͛d takeŶ the easǇ ƌoute out 
aŶd I͛ŵ Ŷot that soƌt of peƌsoŶ. ;FBϭϱϭͿ 
 
If she had dropped out and it was down to her, then there would have been issues for 
her to deal with. There is a dual identity when it comes to her agency. On the one hand 
she tries to convince herself that this is what she wants to do but at the same time she 
looks for reasons to leave, although she cannot allow herself to make the decision to 
withdraw. The course for Fara brings out this dilemma and it is one which is central to 
the respect she has for herself in her own identity. Study for Fara is about fluctuating 
between desire, belief and reluctance. She believes she has the ability and wants to 
achieve, but there is a condition of worth that she places on herself that forces her to 
stay. She convinces herself that she is not the sort of person to find an easy way out. At 
the start of her course she also volunteered to take on the responsibility of being the 
group representative and although this contributed to her feeling that she had a voice, 
it was also an added responsibility she put upon herself.  
 
I feel like, yeah, if I needed to say something, or express something I feel 
like, yeah, the college would listen, the university would listen and I feel 
like I do know what steps to take. (FB92)  
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Fara believes she has a voice within the university. However, this highlights a 
ĐoŶtƌadiĐtioŶ iŶ Faƌa͛s ǀieǁs of ďeiŶg a studeŶt. “he talks about having to conform to 
the strictness of one particular tutor mentioning the feeliŶg of ďeiŶg ͚ashaŵed͛ ǁheŶ 
she was told that she needed to be quiet in class (FB20). This contributed to Fara 
adopting a subordinate role as a student. Although believing she has a voice within the 
university it does not extend to include the classroom environment, ͞ďeĐause soŵe 
leĐtuƌeƌs aƌe a ďit iŶtiŵidatiŶg aŶd Ǉou feel theǇ͛ƌe goiŶg to sŶap ŵǇ head off if I ask a 
ƋuestioŶ͟ ;FBϭϭϲͿ. Foƌ Faƌa, theƌe ǁas a seŶse of poǁerlessness experienced in some 
lectures and it is one she accepts as part of being a student. 
 
Sociality 
 
I have to compromise quite a bit. I mean, sometimes I have to compromise 
family time. (FB52) 
 
Being a student means having to make sacrifices resulting in not having as much time 
with the family. At the same time it heightens her sense of appreciation, because of 
the limited time she has with them (FB147). Although this took some time getting used 
to she has Ŷoǁ got iŶto a ƌoutiŶe aŶd as thiŶgs haǀe settled ͞life is a lot ŵoƌe 
oƌgaŶised Ŷoǁ͟ ;FBϲϳͿ. Foƌ Faƌa, juggliŶg heƌ ƌespoŶsiďilities aŶd ƌeassessiŶg heƌ 
priorities has given her better structure to her life and feels now that she has a better 
quality of lifestyle (FB68), although she does not elaborate as to why.  
 
He (her father) sees me juggling my family life, my work and education and 
he's thinking why would you want to do that? And he's, you know, roles as 
well. Culturally our role, a women's role in my culture is to raise a family 
and to look after the children and to be a homemaker basically, so when he 
sees me giving my children to my sister he's kind of thinking, well, okay, 
you're stepping out of your role now, you should really be ... if you can't 
look after them and work then you shouldn't be taking on other 
responsibilities, so I kind of try and, I don't really talk to him about it, I 
don't really show him, if I'm carrying my laptop I try to leave it in the car, I 
don't really want to remind him that I'm doing that degree. (FB 161) 
 
For Fara, the changing perception significant others have of her is a concern. Although 
Fara has the support from her husband (FB155) she has to contend with the thought 
that her father disapproves of her doing the course. He fails to see why Fara would 
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want to juggle her family life with work in order to study. He sees her as responsible 
for raising her family and now she is stepping out of that role and taking on further 
responsibilities. For Fara, it is better not to confront this issue with her father and her 
desire to study is strong enough to withstand his disappointment. It does bring 
aǁkǁaƌd ŵoŵeŶts foƌ Faƌa as she dƌops heƌ ĐhildƌeŶ off at heƌ fatheƌ͛s house foƌ heƌ 
sister to look after them while she attends university. The consolation she holds on to 
is the ďelief that heƌ fatheƌ ǁill ďe pƌoud of heƌ, paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ as Faƌa is to ďe the ͞fiƌst 
ǁoŵaŶ iŶ heƌ faŵilǇ to get a degƌee͟ ;FBϭϲϮͿ. 
 
As foƌ heƌ ŵotheƌ, although Ŷot uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg Faƌa͛s desiƌe to do the Đouƌse, she ǁas 
not against it. Fara feels that this relationship has improved since doing the course, 
although she does not clarify why (FB170-FB172).  
 
What͛s it like ďeiŶg a studeŶt? It's okay, you got your friends, you got your 
colleagues that you're working with and your students in your class, erm, 
it's still the same as when you were back at school - you've got your joker 
of the class and you've got the one that studies and the one that only 
wants to talk about the assignment, and you've got the others that are 
lagging behind and just wants to try and get some information out of you, 
so you've still got those main characters and then you've still ... even 
though you're adults in the room and the teacher's an adult you still got to 
give her so much more respect, and you know, learn to be quiet at the right 
time. So, all those rules still apply which ... I thought it would be a lot more 
different than that, a lot different than that. (FB18) 
 
For Fara, being a student is like being at school in the sense that the make-up of her 
Đlass is siŵilaƌ to ǁheŶ she studied ͚A͛ leǀels. IŶ this seŶse the gƌoup dǇŶaŵiĐs haǀe 
not changed. They remain the same, as does the formal side of being in a classroom. 
Fara perceived her friends in the past as a bad influence on her studies and the reason 
for her subsequent demise in her achievements, although she takes full responsibility 
(FB10-FB11). Fara had anticipated a different type of relationship with her tutors in 
higher education with her adult status taken into consideration, but feels as 
subordinate as she did at school. However, her relationship with her current fellow 
students is a positive one, but it took time to build. 
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I was quite nervous erm ... because I just didn't know about the 
experiences of others. I didn't know whether they were on the same (FB23) 
... or if they were a bit more clued up. (FB25) 
 
For Fara, returning to education made her nervous of those who would be fellow 
students. She questioned her own position and experience in comparison to others in 
her group and doubted her own intelligence. The nerves Fara felt on her first day were 
not so much seated in her own self-doubt but how her situation and experience 
compared to that of others. 
 
I think the first few weeks you just sort of erm ... feel you have no one to 
talk to and you feel like if you say something, if you show people the 
apprehension they might, you know, might not feel the same as you or 
they might not understand (FB41) ... I felt I was alone. (FB43) 
 
After her induction and first week the feeling of isolation increased as she felt daunted 
by the amount of work she had to do. For Fara, this was something which could not be 
shared with anyone, as it might be perceived as a form of weakness (FB23 – FB33). 
Fara did not want to risk confiding in how she felt, because if others did not feel the 
same it would add to her feeling of alienation.  
 
... everyone was ... talking about how nervous they were and I just felt like, 
I'm nervous as well and I felt like that connection with the rest of the 
group... then we started talking about supporting each other ... we were 
getting a lot of support and I just found that the group we work really well 
together, so, I felt like if I do drop out, and I did mention to others that if I 
do fail, I will drop out, and they said, no, we're not going to let you drop 
out. (FB45) 
 
Once the group did start to share their feelings Fara realised that others were just as 
nervous as she was. This had a positive return for Fara regarding the support she felt 
and it meant a lot to her that her fellow students encouraged her not to withdraw. Her 
fellow students were now becoming a source of support. This coincided at the time 
with a better rapport developing with tutors who also helped her to settle and feel 
part of the course (FB121).  
 
I used to see my friends quite a lot (laughs). We used to have a fixed 
Sunday where we would meet up. That hasn't happened now for a while 
and that's one of the things, like I said I've had to sacrifice. (FB74) 
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Fara still feels the support from her friends. However, she has resigned herself that 
time with them is the one thing that has to be sacrificed. She was already 
compromising family time and, therefore, seeing her friends could not be 
accommodated. She still feels that they are supporting her in what she is doing and 
even believes that their attitude toward her has changed in the sense that they take 
heƌ ͞a ďit ŵoƌe seƌious Ŷoǁ͟ ;FBϭϴϬͿ.  
 
Embodiment 
 
I keep questioning myself, thinking is this for me? I just found myself on a 
weekly basis just coming up to lectures, everything was just thrown at you, 
and you put it in a bag and you take it away and then it was like a week 
would go past and you'd be thinking about it, stressing about it, I guess 
there was nothing I could do about it at the time. (FB186) 
 
The first few weeks was a time when Fara would question herself as to whether this 
was what she really wanted to do. During this period she felt she was just going 
through the motions of attending. There was a sense of powerlessness to change it, 
and her feelings were hard to control resulting in her being stressed with the situation. 
The sense of being overwhelmed was accompanied with feelings of panic. 
Consequently, this added to her state of confusion about what she wanted and the 
only way she could alleviate it was by leaving.  
 
Everyone else seemed so calm and cool and collected ... I was feeling really 
panicked... it was really overwhelming and I just felt really confused at that 
moment in time and I was looking for excuses really to drop out ... I did 
question whether I wanted this or not, because I was just really, really 
close to dropping out at that moment in time. (FB33) 
 
Fara assumed that everyone else was okay and did not feel the heavy burden she was 
carrying. This was in contrast to what she had anticipated when she had mentally 
prepared for the course, having wanted it for so long (FB84). Added to this was the 
feeling of guilt that she had toward her sister as she passed on childminding 
responsibilities to her as she attended university (FB159). These emotions were 
trapped within her during the first few weeks and she saw no comfort in sharing them.  
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Temporality 
 
There's never going to be a perfect time for me to come back into 
education. (FB6) 
 
“iŶĐe Faƌa͛s ͚A͛ leǀels theƌe haǀe ďeeŶ oppoƌtuŶities to ƌetuƌŶ to eduĐatioŶ ďut she 
would often find obstacles to put in her way (FB8). She had resigned herself to the 
notion that there would never be an ideal time. When she did start she found that 
ďeiŶg a studeŶt ŵade a ͞ŵassiǀe aŵouŶt of diffeƌeŶĐe͟ iŶ heƌ life ;FBϭϮϭͿ, but 
managed this by taking one step at a time (FB142). Her vision of the future enabled her 
to see that the compromising she does now with family time is relatively short-term 
(FB52), and therefore an investment into her future. 
 
I've put it off for a number of years and I've just found that each year it 
doesn't get harder, but I always make excuses for myself, so I'm just 
thinking if I don't do it now I'm never really going to do it, or I'm going to be 
too old when I do eventually qualify to be a teacher. (FB6) 
 
For Fara, the limitation of time results in a pressure to study as she believes that if she 
did not take the opportunity now she would be too old when she did eventually qualify 
to be a teacher (FB8). There had been opportunities in the past to return to education, 
but the desire had not been strong enough to overcome her propensity to make 
excuses for herself.  
 
I've always regretted it and I've always said to myself if I had that chance 
again I wouldn't make those choices, and I feel this is my second, second 
chance in a way and I'm really focused now, I mean study is just ... every 
spare moment I get, apart from family time and work, is on study and I 
don't resent that at all, I mean, I'm quite happy to do that because without 
hard work you're not going to really get anywhere. (FB14) 
 
For Fara, the course gives her direction in her life, one which could potentially unlock 
the entrapment she feels from her past. It is a second chance to be able to help deal 
with the regrets she has carried with her since her teenage years and realise the 
potential she believes she has always had (FB16). The present for Fara is not so much 
influenced by the future but by her past, and it is the past that is continually with her. 
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Spatiality 
Fara has one room at home where she studies. She uses her bedroom where she has 
to ͞shut all the dooƌs͟ iŶ oƌdeƌ to haǀe Ƌuiet ǁhile she ǁoƌks ;FBϮϬϲͿ. At uŶiǀeƌsitǇ, 
she equates her settling down on the course with not only getting to know others in 
the group but getting to know the building. She did have concerns as to whether she 
was going the right way to class or finding the library or student services, but feels that 
it is ͞seĐoŶd Ŷatuƌe͟ to heƌ Ŷoǁ ;FBϰϴͿ.  
 
When we come in I'd like to be able to come into the classrooms and sit 
down, if I need to finish off a few things or prepare something, I'd like to 
have that classroom space, we don't have a base, if you understand, 
because there's already a lecture going on there and we have to wait in the 
corridor and then chit-chat and catch up ... almost like a 6th form common 
room. (FB114) 
 
As Faƌa has settled, she ƌefleĐts oŶ heƌ eǆpeƌieŶĐe duƌiŶg ͚A͛ leǀels aŶd ǁishes foƌ 
somewhere in the university which she could claim as a base; somewhere which 
combines facilities to work as well as opportunities to develop the social side of being 
a student. 
 
We used to have like a get-together and we were quite good because we 
used to organise things, we used to organise going down to events, erm, 
going to the cinema together, just going out and having a coffee and those 
have now ... I've stopped going to a lot of those meetings now. (FB74) 
 
When Fara thinks about the sacrifices she has made in her social life she thinks of the 
places she used to go to. As her commitments increase and priorities change she no 
longer goes to the places she used to go with her friends. Being a student and having 
to prioritise her time means that she cannot justify this type of leisure activity. 
 
Project 
 
I did my 'A' levels and I didn't really finish them off. It's still up in the air for 
me and I think it's made me even more enthusiastic about studying and 
seeing it through. (FB157) 
 
Fara believes she decided to do the course for two reasons: she wanted the challenge 
and to help develop her career, although the first few weeks did make her question 
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her goals (FB25). However, at the core is a drive to succeed and to repair unfinished 
business of the past. Fara now feels that the course has given her direction and a 
renewed level of enthusiasm to achieve. 
 
At first it was a bit of ... I guess I didn't have a reference point ... this is my 
first grade and I didn't have a reference point. (FB168) 
 
At the beginning of the course Fara felt that it was difficult for her to gauge her own 
ability because she did not know what the expected level was. Her previous experience 
of education had not prepared her for this and although having confidence in her 
learning she was still uncertain that she could achieve at this level. Hence, thoughts of 
dropping out were closely associated with her first piece of work (FB142).  
 
If I͛d failed, I ǁould͛ǀe dƌopped out. ;FBϯϱͿ. 
 
... ǁheŶ I do get ŵǇ gƌade ďaĐk, if I fail I͛ŵ goiŶg to drop out. (FB86) 
 
Although wanting someone else to blame for having to withdraw Fara did give herself 
an ultimatum when it came to her first assignment. The grade awarded was key in her 
decision to continue and there was a defiant clarity in her future decision. Failure, after 
so much effort, would be a sign that she could not achieve at this level and she would 
withdraw from the course. She saw a poor grade as failure and that she was not 
capable of achieving at this level. This shows the complexity of her beliefs. The belief 
that she is studious and likes the challenge of education is contradicted by doubt in her 
own ability to succeed. 
 
I'm hoping that I will have enough time to do the assignments, I mean I'm 
not trying to blow my own trumpet but I can do the work, it's not that I 
can't do the work. Erm ... It's just finding the time to do it. (FB96) 
 
Fara did pass her first assignment and she was really happy that her grade was one of 
the highest in her class. This gave her a sense of reassurance. However, it also altered 
the angle of her concerns; it was now that of a time factor rather than an ability factor.  
 
I know I'm sounding a bit silly but I'm really looking forward to graduating 
wearing the sort of hat and the gown and everything so I'm really just 
focusing on that, although it's two and a half years down the line. Erm ... 
I'm trying not to think too much about what's in between and I feel if I 
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don't get that ceremony done I feel I'm really letting myself down, so I 
know it sounds really dumb, but it's like a little dream of mine, so even if I 
don't ... even if it doesn't qualify me and I can't use the qualification, it's 
just a nice experience for me to do that whole ceremony. (FB125) 
 
The strong image Fara has in her mind of obtaining a degree and attending the 
graduation ceremony is one that gives her direction during the first few weeks when 
thoughts of withdrawing are constant.  She pictures herself at the graduation, a vision 
she feels others would not understand the significance of. At the same time she is 
mindful not to let her imagination go too far because of the journey ahead. She adds 
another dimension to her vision by putting more pressure on herself that she would let 
herself down by not achieving.   
 
As Fara settled on the course confidence grew and the image of her graduation took 
on less significance. In her second semester she admitted: ͞the gƌaduatioŶ ĐeƌeŵoŶǇ is 
still definitely there but I would rather, much rather have gained skills and gaining to 
ďeĐoŵe a ďetteƌ teaĐheƌ͟ ;FB ϭϵϴͿ. Afteƌ siǆ ǁeeks of the Đouƌse she seŶsed ͞ŵoƌe 
dooƌs aŶd aǀeŶues͟ ǁeƌe ďeiŶg opeŶed foƌ heƌ as she ĐoŶsideƌed Ŷeǁ diƌeĐtioŶs she 
could now take in the future after completing her course (FB78-FB80). 
 
I do still want to become a teacher because it's just a real secure job in my 
eyes... it could take it into a lot of directions, you can do supply, you can do 
part-time, you can do temporary, you can do full-time, and in my opinion 
it's a real secure job and I need that security for my family. Having said 
that, I would really, really love to do something on the child psychology 
side of it. (FB78) 
 
The ability that Fara believes she has now and the confidence she sees developing has 
given her the belief that she can take advantage of the options and directions which 
are opening up to her. The flexibility and the security of teaching appeals to her, but 
she would like to explore other careers. In this sense she sees herself with a degree 
and having some control over what she does in the future. 
 
Discourse 
For Fara, the terms she often uses relate very closely to her past educational 
experience. As she reflects she uses language to express her feelings in an oppressive 
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way. She adopts phrases as if she were a critical parent admonishing herself as a child. 
When talking about the positive approach to the course she speaks as if she were 
trying to convince herself of why she should do it. She mentions only briefly about her 
role as a mother or a wife and focuses mainly on the impact the course has on her as 
an individual.  
 
Summary 
Faƌa͛s past experience of education plays a big part in her life and influences the 
respect she has for herself. It is this that dominates her current experience in higher 
education. There is a complexity in her beliefs. She questions herself, but wants the 
challenge that she believes education brings her. However, the course is like an 
intrusion. At present she is honouring her decision to do it and the consolation she 
receives from this is the reinforcement of her self-image. She has a vision of 
completing, but is constantly looking for a reason why she should not continue. She 
appreciates the support she has from her husband, but it does cause conflict with her 
father. Although reluctant at the start of her course to share her feelings with others in 
her group, she has now come to feel that they are an important factor for her 
continuation. There was a lot of anxiety about returning as a student and this was 
emphasised with her first assignment. Once she had passed, it gave her the belief that 
she was able to study in higher education. 
 
Conclusion 
This chapter has presented three lifeworld experiences. Each student has a very 
independent and unique interpretation of their experience and journey. If there is to 
be an understanding of the student experience then I feel it important to examine 
individual interpretations and perceptions to show the diversity of reasons why 
students decide to come on a course as well as complete it. In the next chapter I 
explore what returning to education is like for mature students; the factors behind the 
reasons to return and how they adapt to being a student. I do this by reviewing 
literature that has explored the experience of the mature student.  
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Chapter Four: Literature review 
 
In this chapter I review literature relevant to the experiences of mature students as 
theǇ ƌetuƌŶ to higheƌ eduĐatioŶ. I staƌt ďǇ ideŶtifǇiŶg the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s ageŶda iŶ the 
UK toward lifelong learning and the position non-traditional students occupy. I then go 
on to ascertain what the experience is like for mature students returning to education 
and discuss the reasons why students decide to return to education. I investigate a 
particular theme of widening participation; that of social class and gender in relation to 
how mature students prioritise and manage their studies outside university. I also 
identify research that has shown how relationships change for students on their 
educational journey. Within their studies I investigate how students adapt to being a 
part-time mature student and discuss the part assessment plays. I then consider the 
impact of mass education and the factors which determine whether a student 
continues or withdraws. I conclude by investigating the role of the university with 
regards to the provision offered to part-time mature students. 
 
The learning agenda 
2010 was to be the year that 50% of 18-30-year-olds were going to be in higher 
eduĐatioŶ ;Leathǁood aŶd O͛CoŶŶell 2003; Murphy and Roopchand 2003). In order to 
achieve this, there had to be a widening of participation and an encouragement of 
lifelong learning to reach those outside the traditional 18-21-year-old category. This 
ǁas, aĐĐoƌdiŶg to WestlaŶd ;ϮϬϬϰͿ, the ͞dawn of government awareness of lifelong 
learning heralded by the Dearing Repoƌt͟ ;pϮϴϮͿ. Field ;ϮϬϬϬͿ ƋuestioŶs the pƌogƌess 
of lifelong learning since the Dearing Report and despite offering little evidence to 
support this, he concludes that its implementation has caused problems for higher 
education institutions as well as the government. He goes on to argue that the UK is 
not alone. Governments of Germany, Norway, Finland, Holland and Ireland have 
introduced lifelong learning polices. However, these have been essentially focused on 
peƌsuadiŶg ĐitizeŶs ͞to ĐhaŶge theiƌ ǁaǇs͟ ;pϮϱϯͿ aŶd ƌetuƌŶ to leaƌŶiŶg. It has 
concentrated on the unemployed; a focus that suits employers and has resulted in 
higher education institutions restricting themselves to the development of vocational 
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training. In fact, Tight (1999) refers to non-vocational education as something which is 
now seldom discussed in national policy terms, and therefore receives very little 
funding.  
 
As is common in most countries in the developed world, the primary concern for 
lifelong learning and the widening participation agenda has been skills-based 
vocational learning. This has meant opportunities for those who may not have 
considered higher education in the past (Jackson and Jamieson 2009). According to 
Toynton (2005), studǇiŶg ͞is aŶ eleŵeŶt ǁithiŶ life ƌatheƌ thaŶ a stage of life͟ ;pϭϬϳͿ, 
emphasising that individuals already have personal expectations which they bring to 
the learning process. He stresses that learning must be integrated within their 
experience, expectations and learning styles. Therefore, there is a need to understand 
the perspective of mature students as they return to education by those responsible 
for delivering courses, or at least recognise them (Shah 1994). Adults͛ past experience 
is the foundation of, and stimulus for, their learning. How they approach or avoid tasks 
is related to their previous educational experience which often determines their sense 
of entitlement (Bamber and Tett 2000). It is also a journey; one which is enjoyable, but 
one that can often bring conflicts as an adult (Mercer and Saunders 2004). 
 
Returning to education 
According to Mercer and Saunders (2004), although age is no longer perceived as a 
barrier to learning, there is little published research about the experiences of mature 
students and even less so the older the student is (Jamieson 2007). Yet education is a 
significant route through which change and development in adulthood can occur, 
although the journey is often a challenging one.  Mercer and Saunders (2004) found 
that students experienced periods of conflict and imbalance in themselves. As 
education can be life-changing, conflicts inevitably arise, particularly in the home. 
Students have to maintain a dual identity and attempt somehow to keep these 
identities separate (also found in Baxter and Britton 2001). Returning to education can 
make adults feel very different people and therefore the dynamics of their 
relationships outside university change. In many instances they were confronted with a 
choice between continued education and the survival of their wider relationships. 
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Another often reported conflict is the fear of failure versus academic success, 
particularly at the beginning of their course. Mercer and Saunders (2004) found that 
this was an anxiety rooted in the fear of being compared to younger, brighter students 
(also found in Murphy and Roopchand 2003). Although their study was essentially 
about Access students, these same fears and anxieties continued when students 
progressed to higher education. It could therefore be assumed that this anxiety must 
be heightened if students enter higher education without any form of access course. 
This suggests a need for practitioners to understand the experiences of these students 
in order to help them through this period. This is where education often becomes 
more than just a qualification (Mercer 2007); it is about personal growth.  
 
According to Davies (2001), the return to education in adulthood is a fragile experience 
and the value of its investment complex. He identifies that most students recognise 
the economic benefits – career enhancement and employment (also identified by 
Brockett and Hiemstra 1991); however, time away from their family is a high 
immediate cost and this creates a dilemma. The fragility which stems from a lack of 
confidence in educational pursuits is also increased because higher education 
challenges previous identity; students change as they develop and realise their 
potential (Eastwood 2008). Yet, as Britton and Baxter (1999) suggest, becoming a 
mature student is part of a continuous process of identity reconstruction which, they 
argue, is central to modern life. Davies (2001) also suggests that institutions fail to 
recognise the concerns of prospective mature students. Amongst these concerns the 
fear of failure was a dominate one. This was more common amongst adults as opposed 
to younger students who had very often just completed a qualification and therefore 
compared their ability to their most recent academic achievement.  
 
Research is limited regarding student experience during the first few weeks of a 
course. However, one conducted by Beard et al. (2007) is one of the few investigations 
to use lifeworld fractions in its analysis. It concentrated on full-time leisure students 
which included a small percentage of mature students. Through a case study, they 
assessed studeŶts͛ feeliŶgs afteƌ iŶduction, after week Seven and again after week 
Seven of the second semester. They found that confidence was closely linked to 
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assignment success and that the first year was an emotional journey which affected 
eǀeƌǇ aspeĐt of studeŶts͛ ďeiŶg. It ideŶtified the iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of the lifeǁoƌld of 
students and claimed that all lifeworld fractions were present. However, there was 
little attempt to demonstrate how.  
 
The research of Yorke and Longden (2010) on behalf of Foundation Degree Forward 
provides a summary of the part-time mature students͛ eǆpeƌieŶĐe. This report, which 
is not too dissimilar to the National Student Survey, acknowledged that the students in 
the saŵple ǁeƌe ͚pƌoďaďlǇ͛ ƌegisteƌed as full-time which was confusing. The survey 
reported that students placed a high value on engaging with others and that their 
course had enabled them, as individuals, to grow which they had not originally 
anticipated. The report also emphasised the amount of commitment students had and 
the amount of juggling required in order for them to stay the course. 
 
Lowe and Gayle (2007) found that on average the part-time students in their survey 
studied ten hours per week while working forty hours. The result of asking students 
how much they study outside classes is dependent on when during the semester the 
question is asked – towards the end of a semester is usually more stressful as regards 
submission of assessments than at the beginning. Lowe and Gayle (2007) do not clarify 
when this study was done, nor do they identify what is included in these ten hours of 
study. What they did reveal, however, was that the students were highly motivated to 
achieve and that they perceived the support they received outside university as an 
important contributory factor in their achieving.  
 
Education – a choice? 
Returning to education is an independent choice (Rogers 1986). The main factors 
behind the decision, according to Leder and Forgasz (2004), are to fulfil degree 
qualification ambitions and enhance career prospects with consequential financial 
gain. In seeking these, Adshead and Jamieson (2008) emphasise that adults are more 
agentic in their decision making than younger students. However, the concept that 
adults are volunteers in higher education is strongly opposed by Tight (1999) who 
claims that it is simply a myth. He claims that education is becoming a compulsory 
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activity. This is supported by Fuller (2001) who outlines the changes in employment 
over the past twenty years and recognises that qualifications have become more 
important. In fact, they are a necessity, otherwise adults in the workplace can become 
disadvantaged (Fuller 2007). Older adults have to compete with a qualified younger 
workforce for a limited supply of good jobs. Education has become a necessary lifetime 
activity (Cross 1981) and, therefore, as options become limited, the choice to obtain 
higher qualifications in adulthood may not be as agentic as it was once thought.  
 
However, there are other reasons to return to study and Neville (2002), although 
providing very little evidence for his claims, suggests that, for many, it is personal 
development and self-fulfilment which accompanies the goal of career advancement. 
This is often borne out ďǇ fateful ŵoŵeŶts iŶ peoples͛ liǀes that precipitate the need 
to return to education. For example, bereavement, separation, redundancy, and 
children leaving home are often triggers that make adults look for new meaning and 
direction in their lives. In fact, Dawson and Boulton (2000) believe that most adults will 
not consider returning to education unless they experience some sort of imbalance in 
their life. Mercer (2007) has also contributed to this debate and identified that for 
ŵaŶǇ paƌtiĐipaŶts iŶ heƌ ƌeseaƌĐh ͞paƌt of theiƌ self ǁas ŵissiŶg aŶd it ǁas this that 
theǇ ǁeƌe ƌeĐlaiŵiŶg thƌough eduĐatioŶ͟ ;pϮϲͿ. The ƌeseaƌĐh suggested that the 
return to education was very much about establishing a sense of being and that 
academic and personal growth were inter-related. Murphy and Roopchand (2003) 
separate intrinsic and extrinsic motivations but believe that it is the enjoyment of the 
learning experience as well as the desire to strive for personal growth and fulfilment 
that is the ultimate motivation. They go on to say that this contrasts with the British 
GoǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s poliĐǇ ǁhiĐh seeŵs to foĐus oŶ stiŵulatiŶg eǆtƌiŶsiĐ ŵotiǀatioŶ iŶ the 
individual, whatever social class and gender they are. 
 
Social class and gender 
Reay et al. (2002) and Reay (2003) compared the experiences of mature and younger 
students. Although their sample was small and concentrated on Access students, they 
concluded that education was more of a struggle for those from a working class 
background.  They found that painful education memories can become powerfully 
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entrenched in adults which then exacerbate existing barriers. The students in their 
study were motivated by wanting to make a contribution to society (tackling global 
poǀeƌtǇ, teaĐhiŶg, soĐial ǁoƌk, ĐhaƌitǇͿ ďǇ ͞ŵakiŶg a diffeƌeŶĐe to the liǀes of otheƌ 
people ďǇ dƌaǁiŶg oŶ theiƌ oǁŶ ... life eǆpeƌieŶĐe aŶd kŶoǁledge͟ ;pϴͿ. This altƌuistiĐ 
motivation was an isolated one and not commonly found in literature in this area.  
 
Britton and Baxter (1999) observed that, because the majority of mature students are 
women, they tended to have greater family responsibilities. However, the institutional 
profile of many students is still one without such responsibilities. Britton and Baxter 
(1999) refer to identity and the different pressures faced by male and female students. 
In their study, male students had greater autonomy and less day-to-day care of others, 
while women focused on care and concern for others which was at odds with the 
individualistic self. This then resulted in guilt as they felt they were putting their own 
needs first. This was later emphasised by Dawson and Boulton (2000) who found 
women suppressed their own interests to cater for the family which magnified the 
conflict and internal struggle they faced. So, returning to education can lead to many 
conflicts within current relationships and renegotiations of personal identity which can 
be a challenging experience for students (Brine and Waller 2004). Brixton and Baxter 
(1999) also found that women negatively perceived that taking time to study equalled 
taking time for themselves, restricting them from fully immersing in their studies. Also, 
students without children were more likely to succeed and move on to higher 
education within one year.  
 
As regards universities, Reay (2003) refeƌs to the ͞ǁoƌkiŶg Đlass haďitus and the elitist 
field of the pre-ϭϵϵϮ uŶiǀeƌsitǇ seĐtoƌ͟ ;pϯϭϬͿ. Although spaƌked ďǇ oŶlǇ oŶe student 
comment, she concluded that many long established universities were not affected by 
the widening participation agenda because their base was a traditionally white, middle 
class one; hence, results tended to be better. What was apparent with the accounts 
she ƌefeƌƌed to ǁas ͞hoǁ ŵuĐh old uŶiǀeƌsities had to leaƌŶ fƌoŵ soŵe of the Ŷeǁ 
universities in terms of making non-tƌaditioŶal studeŶts ǁelĐoŵe͟ ;pϯϭϭͿ.   
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In the UK, those from a working-class background also had to negotiate culture. Mums 
and McFadden (2000) found that for male students there had been pressure on them, 
in the past, to resist any form of education and so education became an unfinished 
business. Burke (2007) also found that, at school, ďoǇs ͞ŵust aǀoid ǁoƌkiŶg haƌd 
otherwise risk ďeiŶg ďullied oƌ haƌassed͟ ;pϰϭϳͿ. This ŵaǇ ďe oŶe ĐoŶtƌiďutiŶg faĐtoƌ 
why there are more women than men in higher education. However, whatever the 
past experience has been for those returning, education brings with it other issues that 
can have a signifiĐaŶt iŵpaĐt oŶ studeŶts͛ peƌsoŶal life. 
 
Relationships 
Tight (1999) highlights what he considers to be the classic misnomer that education is 
good for people. He argues that it is commonly unsettling, not necessarily beneficial 
and may even be harmful. He stresses that HE can destroy relationships, especially 
ŵaƌƌiages. Tight͛s Đlaiŵ heƌe is ƋuestioŶaďle oŶ tǁo leǀels: fiƌst, eduĐatioŶ is oŶlǇ oŶe 
factor amongst many in any relationship, and second, as Skynner and Cleese (1993) 
highlight, problems which exist in relationships are often exposed when there is a 
change of balance within them. In this sense, education is not the cause but a resultant 
contributory factor. However, Tight is not alone in mentioning what is now recognised 
as the ͚EduĐatiŶg ‘ita effeĐt͛ ;Bates aŶd NoƌtoŶ ϮϬϬϮ; BƌoǁŶ ϮϬϬϲͿ; aŶ effeĐt that 
Baxter and Britton (2001) see as gendered as the tensions are not shared equally 
between men and women. For female students it is they, not their partners, who have 
to do the adjusting. Female partners generally were more supportive, whereas for 
feŵale studeŶts theiƌ paƌtŶeƌs͛ ŵasĐuliŶitǇ seeŵed to ďe thƌeateŶed, espeĐiallǇ foƌ 
working class males (Christie et al. 2005). In such cases a dual identity was needed – 
one for university and one for home, which contributed to the pressure students felt 
they were already under (Mercer and Saunders 2004). Brown (2006) believes that it is 
common, almost probable, for marriages to collapse during a course of study, although 
she fails to identify when this begins to happen; neither does she consider that one of 
the factors in deciding to return to education may be related to early signs of 
relationship deterioration. 
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Bolam and Doddgson (2003) claim that hostility is not just confined within a marriage 
and that other family relationships can deteriorate. As desires change within 
individuals it can pose a threat to family and friends (Brine and Waller 2004). Bolam 
and Doddgson (2003) advise that students, at the beginning of their course, should be 
told of the possible problems which may be encountered in their relationships as they 
progress and develop. However, once students have enrolled it is, in a way, already too 
late to start advising them on the possible effects of the course. Also, this type of 
advice may be more appropriate coming from current students, as there is a tendency 
to relate to those with the same experience (Hough 2010). Bolam and Doddgson 
;ϮϬϬϯͿ aƌgue that uŶiǀeƌsities Đould help ďǇ eŶĐouƌagiŶg ŵoƌe iŶĐlusioŶ of studeŶts͛ 
families with pre-entry and induction activities. They also suggest a need, in the future, 
for professionally trained tutor-counsellors to deal with a wide range of pastoral and 
academic issues. 
 
“tudeŶts͛ liǀes ĐhaŶge iŶ ŵaŶǇ aƌeas. OŶe theŵe that ĐoŶsisteŶtlǇ eŵeƌges iŶ the 
literature is the continuous juggling of responsibilities (Graham and Donaldson 1999; 
Reay et al. 2002; Reay 2003; Leder and Frogasz 2004; Yorke and Longden 2010). For 
one group of part-time students, identified by Christie et al. ;ϮϬϬϱͿ as ͚pragmatists͛, 
studies were their main priority; their identity was bound up with their studies. 
However, most researchers identify that family and work are the main priorities. This 
juggling of responsibilities was increased, according to Alsopp et al. (2008), when they 
(usually women) were carers of others and that sacrifices had to be made in order to 
manage their studies (Kember et al. 2005). The time factor is therefore significant in 
studeŶts͛ pƌogƌessioŶ.   
 
Penketh and Goddard (2008) show how the difficulty of managing time and academic 
work is hindered by existing university structures, approaches and culture as 
traditional models of study are devised around young, full-time traditional students. 
They emphasise that the responsibility to change should not fall on the student but on 
the university, and that structures and policies, as well as approaches, need to change 
to accommodate mature students. 
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Adapting to the higher education environment  
Askham (2008) refers to the anxiety students feel as they enter a ͚takeŶ foƌ gƌaŶted͛ 
environment – they leave one lifeworld and enter an intellectual world of academia. 
The uncertainty of returning to education, coupled with worry over the lack of 
academic skills they bring, contributes to a sense of vulnerability. Very often mature 
students judge their academic capabilities on their previous experience of school 
which is often likely to be poor. Thus, self-esteem is often low as is their expectation to 
peƌfoƌŵ ǁell as ͞past eǆpeƌieŶĐes distoƌts eǆpeĐtatioŶs aŶd ŵagŶifies aŶǆietǇ͟ 
(Askham 2008, p93). At the same time they expect a very similar experience, one 
where they expect to be taught rather than learn (Daines and Graham 1988). 
Brookfield (1986) claims that this is one of the most daunting and difficult (but 
essential) tasks the facilitator has to encounter, but a climate of learning has to be 
established which considers these anxieties. Others have emphasised that this 
tƌauŵatiĐ eǆpeƌieŶĐe is ŵagŶified oŶ the studeŶts͛ fiƌst daǇ of atteŶdaŶĐe ;Peteƌs 
2000; Woolley 2005) and the failure to address these issues can be a significant 
contributor toward voluntary withdrawal (Prescott and Simpson 2004).  
 
Murphy and Roopchand (2003) acknowledge that mature students generally compare 
themselves unfavourably with younger students who have come straight from 
compulsory education and yet most do better than the typical 18-year-old. This is 
because they have clearly defined goals (Badenhoop and Johansen 1980); they take 
advice on instructions more seriously, are more intent on learning, and hope to gain 
something that they can apply in their work (Graham and Donaldson 1999). Therefore, 
the material they learn has to be useful and relevant. By exploring the construction of 
the adult learning world, Kasworm (2003) found that perceptions affect engagement. 
She found that student constructions change over time as they become more involved 
in higher education. Two of the five categories of students she identified were those 
ǁho had aŶ ͚eŶtrǇ ǀoiĐe͛ aŶd those ǁith ͚outside kŶoǁledge͛. StudeŶts ǁho had ͚entry 
ǀoiĐe͛ searched for their place within the classroom which was sometimes set in a 
͞ĐoŶfusiŶg Đultuƌe of aĐtioŶs, ǁoƌds aŶd eǀaluatiǀe sǇsteŵs͟ ;pϴϵͿ. TheǇ Ŷeeded 
respect of their adult status. The students separated academic knowledge from real-
ǁoƌld kŶoǁledge aŶd peƌĐeiǀed the faĐultǇ as ͞all-knowing and powerful ... where 
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previous knowledge and expertise have no meaningful relationship to the class 
ĐoŶteŶt͟ ;pϵϬͿ. Those fƌoŵ the ͚outside kŶoǁledge͛ group did not feel it appropriate to 
leaƌŶ ĐoŶteŶt ͞that ǁas iƌƌeleǀaŶt to theiƌ adult ǁoƌlds͟ ;pϵϭͿ. TheǇ had ŵoƌe of a 
practical approach and valued class discussions. Although I am not convinced of the 
need to categorise students in this way, it does highlight the necessity for a skilled 
tutor who can adapt learning and teaching methods in order to encompass all learners, 
or, at the very least, to discuss the expectations students have with their learning.  
 
Waller (2006) opposes the labelling of mature students for institutional convenience 
and stresses that mature students are too much of a diverse group because of their 
͞highlǇ iŶdiǀidualised ƌoutes ... iŶ aƌƌiǀiŶg at ǁheƌe theǇ aƌe Ŷoǁ, aŶd ǁheƌe theǇ still 
hope to tƌaǀel to iŶ theiƌ oŶgoiŶg leaƌŶiŶg Đaƌeeƌs͟ ;pϭϮϳͿ. Shah (1994) too recognises 
that matures students are not a homogenous group as each individual inhabits 
͞eŶoƌŵouslǇ diǀeƌse histoƌies aŶd positioŶs. EaĐh has theiƌ oǁŶ paƌtiĐulaƌ stoƌǇ͟ ;ϮϱϴͿ. 
It is these histories or experiences which guide students through their educational 
journey; a journey they may not have been ready for when they were younger. 
 
It can therefore be argued that, although adult students encounter a 
number of barriers to higher education, they are capable of more effective 
and elaborative learning than younger students precisely because they are 
likely to be far more adept at examining and exploiting their prior 
experience in order to make sense of new information and new situations. 
(Richardson and King 1998, p69)  
 
Richardson and King (1998) go on to suggest that adults are just as likely to get a good 
degree and, in fact, tended to get better ones in the fields of arts and sciences. 
However, they did acknowledge that a break in education appeared to hinder maths 
and scientific skills. They make the point that mature students exhibit a deep approach 
toward their studies compared to younger students. At the same time, while adults 
complain about poor memory, it is often based on society stereotypes about the 
adverse effects of ageing which they feel reflects intellectual impairment, ͞ďut theǇ 
asĐƌiďe pƌeĐiselǇ the saŵe ŵeŵoƌǇ failuƌes iŶ a ǇouŶgeƌ peƌsoŶ to a laĐk of atteŶtioŶ͟ 
(p74). 
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Donaldson and Graham (1999) identified six key elements which determine the 
eǆpeƌieŶĐe of adults. ͚Prior eǆperieŶĐe͛ was listed first. Through interviews with mature 
students in America, they found that they could recall various sources of learning from 
formal schooling to social and cultural contexts of adult life. They argue that it is these 
experiences that haǀe aŶ iŵpaĐt oŶ leaƌŶeƌs͛ ŵotiǀatioŶ, self-esteem and self-
confidence. Students draw on previous knowledge to make meaning of new material 
and to understand it in a way that transforms their previous understandings. They 
make connections to other real-life activities and they also recognise the need for their 
learning to be useful and relevant - emphasising the need once again to embrace these 
experiences and use them as a foundation for learning in the classroom. Whatever the 
eǆpeƌieŶĐe, ͞ƌeal eduĐation comes after we leave school; and there is no reason why it 
should stop ďefoƌe ouƌ death͟ ;DuƌaŶt ϭϵϱϰ, pϱϮϭͿ. Hoǁeǀeƌ, ǁith foƌŵal eduĐatioŶ 
comes assessment. 
 
Assessment 
Another important aspect to consider when examining the experiences of mature 
students returning to education is assessment. The Dearing Report (1997) attempted 
to promote the concept that students are customers (Field 2000) although this failed 
to recognise that students differ significantly from customers in the sense that they do 
present themselves to be judged. Young (2000) understands the need to grade 
students; however, raises a concern to protect vulnerable students. She refers to 
Knowles (1998) who believes that grading mature students is contrary to the very 
nature of adult development because it makes adults feel like children being judged. 
Although Young (2000) identifies the anxieties associated particularly with the first 
assignment, she did find that self-esteem played a significant part in how adults 
responded to positive and negative feedback. In her study, responses were not related 
to ability, or to the grades received, nor were they related to whether the comments 
were positive or negative. She found that those with high self-esteem had a positive 
attitude toward being assessed and receiving criticism, whereas for those with low 
self-esteem, feedback was seen as more damaging. Assessment and feedback is a key 
aspect for many students as they search for vital confirmation that they are 
progressing, which in turn feeds into their development (Williams and Kane 2010). For 
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many, assessment is the main priority and more important than what is gained in the 
classroom (Spurin 2008). 
 
Webber (2004) identifies a conflict for students in terms of wanting to get a certain 
grade versus significant learning. He suggests that students sacrifice deep learning in 
order to channel their energy into an area confined by the assessment, usually dictated 
by restrictive learning outcomes. Brown (2006) demonstrated how she overcame this 
conflict with a post-graduate course, structured without any learning outcomes or 
syllabus, allowing students to decide what to study and what to investigate in their 
assessment. Although not supported by any empirical evidence or theory, she argues 
that studeŶts͛ ŵotivation can be determined by their own areas of interest. However, 
this should be viewed within the context of post-graduate students; a group with 
different needs and expectations to those on undergraduate programmes. Neville 
(2002) argues that for many students ͞ǁƌitiŶg theiƌ fiƌst assigŶŵeŶt aŶd ǁaitiŶg foƌ the 
results and feedback from the tutor is a crucial time – and often can make the 
difference between staying the course aŶd dƌoppiŶg out͟ ;pϭϱͿ. Fleŵing and Murphy 
(1997) concur with this view that the first assignment creates a high level of anxiety as 
students grapple to assess what is expected of them. This contributes to much of the 
learning environment that is inhabited by the adult learner, and for many this has a 
negative or obstructive impact upon the learning process (Askham 2008). The system, 
which is essentially set up for younger students, often restricts the development of 
adult learners as they are put on the conveyor belt of mass higher education (Askham 
2008).  
 
The political climate 
The reports which influenced government policy over a decade and a half ago (Dearing 
1997, Fryer 1997, Kennedy 1997) all emphasised the need to encourage mature 
students back into higher education and yet, as Adnett and Tlupova (2008) claimed, 
the actual costs of this were transferred to the students and their families. What 
Adnett and Tlupova failed to see was that their claim would have greater emphasis in 
2012. There has been an increase in higher education, yet also a relative decline in 
direct funding (Blake et al. 2003). According to Nixon (1996), this meant central 
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government putting pressure on principals and vice-chancellors, who in turn increased 
pressure on deans and faculty heads of departments to accommodate these changes. 
Consequently, the priorities of academic staff also required re-organisation. Later, 
Nixon et al. (2001) emphasised that the control mechanisms they saw at the forefront 
in higher educational institutions subsequently resulted in the need for bureaucratic 
systems (Readings 1996; Ritzer 2001).  
 
Alternatively, the government desires society to become highly educated and is 
encouraging widening participation, yet have forced universities to become more 
business orientated (Shattock 1999) which in the past has often neglected studeŶts͛ 
needs (Simpkins and Lumby 2002). Emphasis, according to Hodkinson (1997), is on 
effiĐieŶĐǇ aŶd ͚ǀalue foƌ ŵoŶeǇ͛. The goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s aiŵ of attracting 50% of 18-30-
year-olds into higher education by 2010 was a recruitment aim; no mention was made 
of how many of those 50% should actually achieve a qualification. The focus in the 
future with the goal of 40% of the working population achieving a level 4 qualification 
by 2020 (Leitch Report 2006) may well be on retention (Smith 2007) and one where 
the experiences of students at every stage will need to be considered seriously 
(Shugart 2008). In the past there has been tension between corporate development 
and academic practices where universities, especially those on the periphery, have had 
difficulty in competiŶg oŶ ͞hoŵogeŶous ƋualitǇ ďeĐause if theiƌ ƋualitǇ is supeƌioƌ theŶ 
it is uŶlikelǇ to ďe ƌeĐogŶised, pƌeĐiselǇ ďeĐause theǇ aƌe loĐated oŶ the peƌipheƌǇ͟ 
(Marginson 2002, p416). This means, as it has always done, that these universities will 
have to fight even harder for survival.  
 
When Neǁ Laďouƌ took offiĐe iŶ ϭϵϵϳ, theǇ pƌoĐlaiŵed ͚EduĐatioŶ, EduĐatioŶ, 
EduĐatioŶ!͛ aŶd eŵphasised the Ŷeed foƌ lifeloŶg leaƌŶiŶg ;Tight ϭϵϵϴͿ. Although 
recognising that learning is key to prosperity, Taylor (2005) feels that they have rarely 
given part-time higher education, adult education or lifelong learning much of a high 
pƌofile eǀeŶ though, ͞depeŶdiŶg oŶ defiŶitioŶs, appƌoǆiŵatelǇ ϯϱ% of leaƌŶeƌs iŶ 
higher education are part-tiŵe, aŶd oǀeƌ ϰϬ% ŵatuƌe studeŶts͟ ;pϭϬϴ). The 
overwhelming emphasis of government policy is on younger learners – primarily the 
18-Ϯϭ ͚tƌaditioŶal͛ full-time student. The point Taylor (2005) goes on to make relates 
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closely to what Marginson (2002) mentions about those universities on the periphery; 
that although - 
 
all higher education institutions should have a widening participation 
stƌategǇ aŶd pƌaĐtiĐe, it is Đleaƌ that the elite ͚‘ussell Gƌoup͛ uŶiǀeƌsities, 
for example, will construe this in meritocratic terms: that is, that widening 
partiĐipatioŶ stƌategǇ ǁill ďe foĐused oŶ eŶsuƌiŶg that the ͚ďest͛ studeŶts 
aƌe ƌeĐƌuited aŶd that adŵissioŶs poliĐies aƌe ͚faiƌ͛. ;TaǇloƌ ϮϬϬϱ, pϭϭϭͿ 
 
It is a system that is fair in terms of qualification but hardly one that adopts the 
widening participation policy. This highlights the fact that those from a higher socio-
economic background will still be the beneficiaries as they have been in the past 
(Waller 2006).  
 
... despite widening participation, class inequalities have hardly changed. 
Rather than moving from an elite to a mass system, we now have an elite 
and a ͚ŵass͛ sǇsteŵ, although the ͚ŵass͛ as Ǉet oŶlǇ applies to the ŵiddle 
classes. When only 14% of working-class people attend university, it can 
hardly be called a mass system. ;Leathǁood aŶd O͛CoŶŶell 2003, p612) 
 
As Smith (2007) sums up, what has really happened is that the initiative has been to 
increase rather than widen participation. However, for those who do participate, the 
investment can be complex. 
 
The complexity of investment 
Decisions to participate carry an economic risk and are a key to understanding 
studeŶts͛ ŵotiǀatioŶ to studǇ in higher education (Davies 2001). Mature students have 
to weigh up economic benefits. Career enhancement can be viewed as deferred 
gratification compared to time spent away from family, which is an immediate cost. 
For lower income groups, higher education is often seen more as a debt rather than an 
investment (Adnett and Tlupova 2008). Questions students ask themselves include – 
How much will it cost? How much debt will I acquire? Can I fit in study with earning 
and caring? What if the course is at the wrong time or support services are not 
available? (Davies 2001). Students need to know about funding, timetables and crèche 
facilities which are sometimes not answered until they start. Prospective students are 
very often unaware of what they need to know and therefore ask these questions as 
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they arise, but as Davies emphasises, a reactive service from an institution cannot be 
satisfactory. As Askham (2008) maintains - ͞as aĐadeŵiĐs, ǁe ƌatheƌ take foƌ gƌaŶted 
much of what surrounds its formality without ever really seeing this from the student 
peƌspeĐtiǀe͟ ;pϵϭͿ; aŶd Ǉet this kŶoǁledge is iŵpoƌtaŶt. JaŵiesoŶ et al. (2009) see this 
as relevant to policy makers as it has an impact on the marketing of courses, the 
nature and guidance for mature students as well as curriculum issues. Yet - 
 
there are few policy initiatives designed specifically to address the needs of 
part-time mature students ... part-time students tend to be invisible 
because they study at home or only attend evening lectures, and are often 
not recognised as constituting part of the student body. (Jamieson et al. 
2009, p247) 
 
In the past, universities have only been encouraged rather than forced to expand their 
part-time provision (Davies 2001), and Shugart (2008) argues that the system is not 
well designed to meet the needs of adult learners, most of whom are employees who 
studǇ ƌatheƌ thaŶ studeŶts ǁho ǁoƌk. O͛DoŶŶell aŶd Toďďell ;ϮϬϬϳͿ identified that 
mature students perceived themselves as peripheral participants in the higher 
education community and often excluded. They conclude by emphasising that when 
students are prevented from full participation, a disempowering effect results. This is 
significant in terms of the student experience and therefore retention. 
 
Retention 
Ozga and Sukhnandan (1998) believe that although mature students generally are 
better prepared for higher education in the sense that they have developed reasons to 
enter, at the same time they are also vulnerable to external aspects disrupting study 
aŶd theƌefoƌe attƌitioŶ is uŶaǀoidaďle. TheǇ aƌe ĐƌitiĐal of TiŶto͛s ;ϭϵϵϯͿ ŵodel of 
retention ;TiŶto͛s ŵodel is eǆplaiŶed iŶ Chapter Six) as they feel that it focuses on 
students as the problem. However, Tinto (2006, 2009) clearly recognises the 
importance the institution plays in the student experience, although does identify that 
retention may not be high on the list of priorities for everyone. Tinto (1993) also 
identifies that external factors will always be an issue for mature students. 
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McGivney (2004) also recognises that external constraints play an important part in 
studeŶts͛ liǀes aŶd Đites eǆaŵples of studeŶts hidiŶg theiƌ studǇ fƌoŵ faŵilǇ ŵeŵďeƌs. 
She goes on to highlight that the reasons students give for their withdrawal are very 
often ones which do not threaten their own self-esteem, or are perceived as 
acceptable reasons. Thus, the real reason for withdrawal is often not revealed. She 
argues that there is more likelihood that students will continue if they find 
membership of a friendly and supportive group within the university. Charlton et al. 
(2006) found that early withdrawal can lead to a sense of failure for students. They, 
like McGivney, identify motivation and institutional support as more important factors 
for perseverance than entry requirements. However, accessing the required support, 
due to external demands and the constraints of time, can be a problem. It can also 
result in restricted social integration which ultimately can lead to withdrawal. 
 
Wilcox et al. (2005) also emphasise the importance of social support. They telephone 
interviewed full-time students which included a minority of mature students (16%). 
The survey also included students who had withdrawn, although there was no mention 
of how they managed to encourage withdrawn students to participate. It highlighted 
that students did not take the decision to withdraw lightly and that many factors were 
involved in the decision. They conclude by identifying the significance of the first few 
ǁeeks foƌ studeŶts aŶd that a ͞laĐk of soĐial Ŷetǁoƌks aŶd suppoƌtiǀe iŶteƌaĐtioŶs is a 
ŵajoƌ faĐtoƌ foƌ studeŶts iŶ deĐidiŶg ǁhetheƌ to staǇ oƌ leaǀe͟ ;pϳϮϬͿ. 
 
Kember and Leung (2004) found that commitments meant sacrifices of personal 
pleasure and a relative surrendering of social life. The part-time students in their 
survey perceived self-determination, motivation and intrinsic interest as important 
factors to progress on their course. They also found that those with a poorly developed 
sense of belonging were more likely to withdraw. Their advice was to make students 
aware of these factors early on in their course to prepare them for their journey, and 
consequently aid their retention. Leone and Tian (2009) suggest that higher education 
iŶstitutioŶs͛ ƌeteŶtioŶ stƌategies aƌe ŵoƌe ƌeaĐtiǀe thaŶ pƌoaĐtiǀe. EŶgstƌoŵ aŶd TiŶto 
(2008), like Leone and Tian (2009), see student success stemming from institutions 
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that take seriously the construction of environments conducive to students feeling 
part of and interacting within - none more so than in the classroom. 
 
‘oďeƌts͛ ;ϮϬϭϭͿ ƌeseaƌĐh ĐeŶtƌed oŶ ŶoŶ-traditional students who had completed 
stage 1 of theiƌ Đouƌse to ideŶtifǇ aŶd ƌaise ͞aǁaƌeŶess of issues that Đould poteŶtially 
lead to Ŷegatiǀe eǆpeƌieŶĐes aŶd suďseƋueŶt attƌitioŶ͟ ;pϭϴϰͿ. The foĐus ǁas oŶ 
teaching and learning with all participants suggesting that the teaching experience was 
far from what they had expected. Although it brings into question what these students 
did expect, it highlights the fact that students do consider leaving based upon the 
teaching provision. This, therefore, emphasises the need to examine the provision 
from the perspective of the student. Glogowska et al. (2007) stress the need to find 
out if courses and support systems work in the way they are intended. They suggest 
that the only way of finding this out is by examining the student experience to assess 
efficacy and a subsequent contributing factor toward withdrawal. It highlights that the 
first semester is a critical time for students as they adapt to the institution (Longwell-
Grice and Longwell-Grice 2008). In the future, universities may have to consider 
whether they are contributing to the decision students make to withdraw by assessing 
their own provision of this critical period from the perspective of the student. 
 
The future 
Given changes to fees from September 2012 it is unlikely that the target of 40% of the 
workforce attaining a level 4 qualification by 2020 will still be high on the 
goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s ageŶda. The foƌeĐast of Eastǁood ;ϮϬϬϴͿ that tƌaditioŶal studeŶt 
numbers would drop over the decade may be accelerated in the immediate future 
which will ultimately put more emphasis on the need for non-traditional students and 
their retention. 
 
Universities around the world also face common and stronger demands for 
accountability from society (Yoshimoto et al. 2007). Bolam and Doddgson (2003) stress 
that the performance indicators and the production of league tables will become more 
important in the future. For example, those low in tables for such issues as retention 
may have difficulty in attracting new students and therefore future funding. If 
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retention becomes a priority, institutions will need to acknowledge the needs of 
mature students, a point reinforced by the Department for Business Innovation & Skills 
(2009). In their assessment of the future of universities, the growth of part-time study 
and the aim to widen participation for adults is something that has to be addressed in 
order for universities to survive. The points made compare with the National Student 
Forum (2009) which also emphasises the need for more flexible delivery modes to 
enable this accommodation. It also highlights the inadequacy of the current provision 
for mature part-time students. The emphasis will be on institutions adapting to 
student needs, rather than the student having to adapt to the institution. According to 
Penketh and Goddard (2008), this will mean that structures and policies will need to 
change as well as approaches to teaching and learning. 
 
Notice will have to be taken of those institutions that have a proactive approach to 
widening participation and retention. Yorke and Thomas (2003) did such an 
investigation of six universities in the UK whose retention was above the national 
benchmark. They found that each had a strong policy commitment to access and 
retention backed up by practical action. Amongst the topics that institutions took 
seriously were: academic preparedness, the academic experience (teaching, learning 
and assessment), finance and employment, family support and institutional services. 
Essentially, their research centred on attitude toward students, and not just the 
attitude of the academic staff. Mature students were made to feel an integral part of 
each university and there seemed to be a greater understanding shown as to what it 
was like for these students returning to education. They also found that there was a 
shift away from summative assessment in favour of formative assessment at one 
institution, especially during the first year, which helped struggling students to manage 
without the eǆtƌa ďuƌdeŶ of ͚failiŶg oƌ tƌailiŶg͛ – they were integrated into the system 
gradually. The research uncovered the importance of understanding the experiences of 
mature students as they venture into higher education.  
 
The findings of Yorke and Thomas (2003) were siŵilaƌ to WoolleǇ͛s ;ϮϬϬϱͿ eǆploƌatioŶ 
of examples of good practice at universities in America. He identified that it was the 
understanding of the barriers students face, the anxieties they feel and the changing 
98 
 
and conflicting identities they unavoidably go through which helped students with 
their transition. It is this type of research that will be of value to institutions as they try 
to adapt in the future. At present, ͞eduĐatoƌs aŶd adŵiŶistƌatoƌs ofteŶ ƌelǇ oŶ eaƌlieƌ 
research on how HE affects traditional students and assume that the same things are 
true for adults – eǀeŶ though theǇ ŵaǇ iŶtuitiǀelǇ kŶoǁ ďetteƌ͟ ;Gƌahaŵ aŶd 
Donaldson 1999, p147). In the future it may have to be confronted.  
 
Education is not just about achieving a qualification. The journey is one where many 
personal sacrifices are made; oŶe ǁheƌe leaƌŶeƌs͛ poteŶtial ĐaŶ ultiŵatelǇ ďe ƌealised. 
Transitions are made where learning facilitates necessary growth and one where 
students can escape the trappings of their past. It needs to start in an environment 
where this growth can take place with universities playing an integral part. Walters 
(2000) identifies this growth as a painful experience, as adults leave familiarity of one 
adult stage to enter the next which demands a temporary surrender of security. This 
eventually results in a significant increase in self-esteem, which in turn promotes self-
confidence. Improving retention means that more mature students potentially develop 
their self-confidence by completing their course, ǁhiĐh iŶ tuƌŶ aids fuŶdiŶg ĐouŶĐils͛ 
audits as success is often measured by completion of courses.  
 
The hopes and fears of adult learners are often closely associated with the institution 
and those with whom students come into contact (Gallacher et al. 2002). Presently, 
universities have a profile of a student as one without any family responsibility. They 
may need to consider the type and level of support they offer to their students in the 
future to better meet the needs of a diverse student body (Leathǁood aŶd O͛CoŶŶell 
2003), as well as give consideration of more flexible programme designs for non-
traditional students (Carney-Crompton and Tan 2002). As Bamber and Tett (2000) 
concluded, there is a need for curriculum and assessment to be adapted toward 
mature students. As society and the nature of work have changed over the past twenty 
years higher qualifications have become increasingly important (Fuller 2001). The onus 
will continue to be on individuals to attain them. 
 
 
99 
 
Conclusion 
This literature review has focused on the experience of mature students in higher 
education and how this challenges many aspects of their lives, as well as their identity. 
Student guides exist such as Bowl (2003), Dawson (2006), Gatrell (2006), Pritchard and 
Roberts (2006) and Snow (2012), to help prepare students with their academic 
journey. However, there is relatively little research about the actual journey and the 
tƌaŶsitioŶs theǇ ŵaǇ faĐe ;O͛DoŶŶell aŶd Toďďell ϮϬϬϳ, Spurin 2012). Most research on 
mature students tends to be mixed in with full-tiŵe studeŶts͛ eǆpeƌieŶĐe ;Ozga aŶd 
Sukhnandan 1998, Britton and Baxter 1999, Bolam and Dodson 2003, Wilcox et al. 
2005, Charlton et al. 2006, Beard et al. 2007, Fuller 2007, Mercer 2007, Yorke and 
Longden 2010). Few researchers make direct contrast between full and part-time study 
and many researchers do not even mention whether their research was on part-time 
or full-time students.  
 
Most of the literature is on mature students as a collective homogenous group. There 
are few researchers who have explored the depth and diversity of the student 
experience by focusing on individuals and putting the student voice at the forefront. 
Most findings are treated as representative and, according to James (1995), cannot 
therefore reflect experience in a meaningful way. This is because being a learner 
affeĐts so ŵaŶǇ otheƌ aspeĐts of peoples͛ liǀes, and yet this is not recognised by many 
institutions other than the fact that theǇ aƌe ͚learŶers͛. By categorising and 
differentiating the mature student experience from that of the traditional student, 
James (1995) ideŶtifies ƌeseaƌĐh as adoptiŶg a ͚social species approach͛ aŶd Đalls foƌ 
the Ŷeed to ͞look outside as ǁell as iŶside the eduĐatioŶal iŶstitutioŶ͟ ;pϲϰϲͿ if theƌe is 
to be a greater understanding of the student experience; in other words he could be 
referring to the need to explore the lifeworld.  
 
Gallacher et al. (2002) identify that returning to education is an individual and complex 
jouƌŶeǇ goǀeƌŶed ďǇ the ͞iŶdiǀidual͛s suďjeĐtiǀe eǆpeƌieŶĐe, the ŵeaŶiŶg ǁhiĐh theǇ 
attƌiďute to theiƌ eǆpeƌieŶĐe, aŶd theiƌ seŶse of ďeĐoŵiŶg a ĐeƌtaiŶ peƌsoŶ͟ ;pϰϵϴͿ. 
Waller (2004, 2006) too recognises the need to examine individual experiences to gain 
a deeper understanding of the student experience and this is achieved by listening to 
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the student voice. Current literature generally does not focus on individual lives of 
͞hoǁ ƌeal people eǆpeƌieŶĐe aŶd ŵake seŶse of suĐh tƌaŶsitioŶs͟ ;MeƌĐeƌ ϮϬϬϳ pϮϮϯͿ, 
and yet this is iŵpoƌtaŶt ďeĐause ͞if, as practitioners, we are to fully embrace mature 
students within a system of higher education, we need to understand their 
eǆpeƌieŶĐes͟ ;MeƌĐeƌ aŶd “auŶdeƌs ϮϬϬϰ, pϮϵϲͿ. As universities refocus their attention 
on widening participation, practitioners and policy makers will need to acknowledge 
and take into account what it is like for individuals returning to education in order to 
adapt to their needs, especially with students paying higher fees from 2012. 
 
The literature reviewed in this chapter regarding mature students has essentially used 
research which has been conducted with students who have established themselves 
and, in most cases, committed themselves to complete their course. I did not identify 
any research focused primarily on the most critical part of the mature student 
experience – the first six weeks when most withdrawals take place. This study has 
made explicit the gap in knowledge and the contribution of this study. In the next 
chapter I return to the data to discuss the experience of all nine participants. As I do 
this I demonstrate how the findings of this study have complemented or contradicted 
previous literature.  
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Chapter Five: Discussion 
 
Although three lifeworld accounts have been presented in detail to illustrate the 
analytical process, data from all nine participants has informed the findings of this 
study. It was important to me to include all participants to capture their valuable 
contribution and to honour their commitment to the project. The discussion that 
follows is, therefore, drawn from the nine individual lifeworld accounts. The findings 
represent what could be captured of a lifeworld of a beginning student within the 
timeline of this particular study. Lifeworld, with its focus on individual experience, 
highlights the variance in being a student. The importance of this for developing 
practice is that it can go some way in establishing the impact provision has on 
individuals to gain a greater understanding of the student experience. I have selected 
this method of presenting to reflect common features of what it was like to return to 
higher education as a student, whilst still emphasising the complexity and individuality 
of the experience. In this way I have shown how the lived experience differs from the 
collective. Within this chapter I reflect also on how the experiences of these students 
are captured within the current literature, and consider how they might aid further 
knowledge and understanding by offering new insights into the student experience. 
 
Returning to education 
The decision to return to education for these students was very often an individual one 
and made independently. There was a belief that they were ready to do a higher 
education course, or at least to test out whether they could achieve at this level. The 
age of these studeŶts͛ ĐhildƌeŶ ǁas also a faĐtoƌ iŶ that theǇ had ƌeaĐhed aŶ age ǁheƌe 
they were less reliant, as Carney-Crompton and Tan (2002), and Waller (2006) had 
found. For Harriet, it was a decision that had been planned for some years, but she had 
waited until her children were of an age where they were more independent. For 
others, although there was a feeling that their children were also less reliant, it was 
combined with more support from those within their immediate family to help with 
childcare. In the case of Amanda, ǁhose gƌaŶdŵotheƌ suffeƌs fƌoŵ Alzheiŵeƌ͛s, day-
care help was available from outside agencies.  
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Intrinsic factors for participants returning to education often related to ambition. All 
had confidence in their work role and, apart from Harriet and Mohan, all had a clear 
vision of what they wanted to do. For some, the decision was heavily dominated by 
what they wanted to achieve in the future (Brocket and Hiemstra 1991). Motivation 
often stemmed from career advancement and financial gain (Leder and Forgasz 2004); 
however, only two students indicated that they had thought of any subsequent 
financial gain they may receive in the future. Leder and Forgasz (2004) also found that 
students came back to education to fulfil degree qualification ambitions. This was 
evident with these students, even though there was awareness that the foundation 
degree was not a full degree. There was a belief with all participants that they were 
capable of progressing in their career and although the time was right to return to 
education in their lives, as Fleming and Murphy (1997) had found, there had been few 
opportunities in the past for them. For two students in particular, education was very 
much unfinished business and they were reclaiming, as Mercer (2007) identifies with 
mature students, an under-developed part of themselves, or resolving something in 
the past through education. For these two students, this appeared to be the dominant 
intrinsic motivational force behind their return. 
 
There was only one instance (Jay) where the decision was made instantly just prior to 
the start of the course, but this was made so that she gave herself little time to 
consider the consequences. For seven of the nine students, there was a very clear 
career goal in mind and the course was seen as the route to achieve that goal. For 
Mohan and Harriet, however, the career goal was weaker as it was more a case of 
seeing where the course would take them. Their ambitions were not as specific; they 
were happy to have the flexibility of staying as they were or moving on when the time 
came. Both felt that they did not need the qualification which meant, for Mohan, that 
there was little commitment to the course when he started; the opposite was found 
with Harriet.  
 
On making the decision to return to education, Nick, Jay and Amanda were very 
determined even at a very early stage to complete their course. Once the decision was 
made they were then committed to it. This shows how the decision can often be 
103 
 
iŶstƌuŵeŶtal iŶ estaďlishiŶg studeŶts͛ ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt. Haƌƌiet shared similar beliefs, but 
she would assess whether to complete her course at the end of her first year and not 
before. For the others, commitment would come at varying stages over the first few 
weeks.  
 
For Jay and Nick, another contributory factor in their decision to return to education 
was that they had recently completed modules at level 4 whereby the credits gained 
contributed toward their foundation degree. Tanya had also done a pre-course which 
helped build her confidence to progress on to level 4 – an important aspect of any pre-
course (Buckler et al. 2006). For Jay and Nick, there was never an indication that they 
would not complete. This corresponds to Snow (2010) who suggests that those who 
enter via a pre-course generally do not contemplate withdrawing.  
 
In this sample there was no evidence that the decision made by students to return to 
education was triggered by a critical incident. There were some with unresolved issues 
relating to the past which may have resulted in an imbalance, but this was not a recent 
development. According to Dawson and Boulton (2000), Neville (2002) and Gallacher 
et al. (2002), the return to education in adulthood is often triggered by fateful 
ŵoŵeŶts iŶ peoples͛ liǀes suĐh as ďeƌeaǀeŵeŶt, sepaƌatioŶ, ƌeduŶdaŶĐǇ, oƌ ĐhildƌeŶ 
leaving home. In fact, Dawson and Boulton (2000) believe that most adults will not 
consider education unless there has been some sort of imbalance in their life. 
Although it must be remembered that the sample size was small, there was no 
evidence that such fateful moments lay at the foundation of the reasons why students 
returned to education. 
 
For all participants, returning to education was an individual and personal choice and 
for students like Harriet and Mohan, it was not one that they were unduly committed 
to. The findings of this sample contrasted with the findings of Tight (1999) who 
suggests that education, at this level, for mature students is not a voluntary decision 
and that students feel obliged to return because of the necessity for the qualification. 
These students want the qualification to progress, but in many cases it was not 
essential for them. However, there are other factors students consider, not so much in 
104 
 
choosing to return to education but in the institution they choose. In the case of 
Mohan, it was because there was a prayer room available for him to use.  
 
Starting the course 
For seven of the nine students, the first day generated a lot of anxiety, very often 
related to feelings of isolation. For five of them it also brought feelings of inferiority 
and concern about who would be in their class. It was a day when these students 
questioned their motives and the experience often was an intimidating one, as Peters 
;ϮϬϬϬͿ aŶd WoolleǇ ;ϮϬϬϱͿ haǀe fouŶd. EsseŶtiallǇ, it is studeŶts͛ fiƌst daǇ ǁheƌe aŶ 
established lifeworld is challenged as they enter into an intellectual world of learning 
in which they feel they have little knowledge and are equipped with too few skills in 
order for them to cope with (Shah 1994, Askham 2008). It is a day remembered quite 
vividly and for three students it was likened to a significant experience in their past, 
such as the first day at school. However, it is also a day where there are feelings of 
excitement. Although many authors (Carney-Crompton and Tan 2002, Mercer and 
Saunders 2004, Penketh and Goddard 2008) have referred to the anxiety students feel 
at the start of their course, I found no research which focused on the severity of these 
first day feelings. 
 
It was only Mohan who mentioned that he was not nervous, but for him not knowing 
what to expect helped eliminate any nerves as he did not know what to be nervous 
about. Only expecting to be on the course for two weeks meant there was little 
pressure put on him because he could opt out at any stage. For others, emotions were 
mixed; apart from feeling nervous and anxious there were also feelings of excitement 
as to the challenge ahead. Having attended the induction these students tended to 
feel much more at ease about the course, as it not only imparted necessary 
information it essentially helped these students to feel calmer about the journey 
ahead of them. 
 
The first week of classes was especially memorable to these students. This was where 
they had three different lectures where a Module Delivery Scheme was issued as well 
as one or two assignments for each. Handouts and required readings were also 
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distributed. Even for the most determined in the sample, such as Amanda and Nick, 
this ǁas oǀeƌǁhelŵiŶg aŶd theǇ used the ǁoƌd ͚ďoŵďaƌded͛ to eǆpƌess ǁhat it ǁas 
like. Harriet and Karen also used the same word in the same context, whereas Tanya 
recalled how her bag had considerably increased in weight with the amount of 
haŶdouts. This ͚ďoŵďaƌdŵeŶt͛, as it ǁas ofteŶ Đalled and the feeling of being 
overwhelmed was something that I did not find in the literature. 
 
During the first few weeks feelings of tiredness increased, especially during the 
working week. This often filtered into lectures, particularly during the last class of the 
day which went on into the evening. These feelings stemmed from an increase in their 
range of responsibilities as they balanced schedules to fit in study times. Many have 
written about mature students having to juggle work, family and study (Graham and 
Donaldson 1999; Reay et al. 2002; Reay 2003; Leder and Forgasz 2004; Mercer and 
Saunders 2004, Glogowska et al. 2007, Snape et al. 2007, Yorke and Longden 2010) 
and the findings in this research are no exception. Tanya, for example, mentioned how 
tiredness was also acĐoŵpaŶied ďǇ feeliŶgs of stƌess as she ďeĐaŵe ͚ŵoodǇ͛ at hoŵe 
aŶd ǁas ďegiŶŶiŶg to ͚sŶap͛ at those aƌouŶd heƌ.  
 
These students used a variety of words to describe hoǁ theǇ felt: ͚paŶiĐ͛, ͚dauŶted͛, 
͚aŶǆious͛, ͚flusteƌed͛, but often they were associated with, and put into the context of, 
having a lack of terms of reference. This was especially emphasised in relation to the 
first assessment and to a certain extent guessing what was expected of them which 
intensified their anxiety (Fleming and Murphy 1997, Neville 2002). This ultimately, on 
occasions, led to symptoms such as headaches, as was the case for Nick and troubled 
sleep for Karen and Tanya. Others such as Jay, Amanda, Mohan and Harriet, although 
there were feelings of anxiety and moments of panic, they would adapt more easily. 
 
Despite confidence being exhibited in various guises and developing at varying speeds, 
it was still the return of the first assignment which was to be a significant indicator of 
their ability. For Jay, Tanya and Fara, these first few weeks were made even harder by 
the lack of guidance, or reluctance as Jay believed, on the part of one particular tutor 
to give any direction and help regarding the assessment. Once feedback was received 
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and their first piece of work graded, there was a sense of relief. At this stage none 
were expecting high grades; a pass being the sign that most were looking for. For 
Karen, Fara and Mohan the grade was significant in the sense that they believed that 
they would have withdrawn if they had not passed. For Jay and Amanda, it was 
actually doing the assignment which they found daunting; however, it was coupled 
with an expectation that they would pass. For Nick and Harriet, they would have been 
disappointed had they not passed, but they would have moved on and learnt from it. It 
was those who were more determined in their academic pursuits who took more of a 
holistic approach – that of not basing any decision to drop out on one factor. For Fara, 
Mohan and Karen and to a lesser extent Jay, Tanya and Carol, it was the moment when 
feedback was given that provided the vital confirmation that they could study at this 
level and that they could progress. This complements the work of Williams and Kane 
(2010) who found that the established belief that students could achieve at this level 
was the basis for their development. 
 
For all of these students, a level 3 was their highest existing qualification. There was an 
understanding that level 4 was higher education and two students remarked that 
seeiŶg the ǁoƌd ͚degƌee͛ in the title was a reminder that this was study at a higher 
level. In that sense, there were two considerations regarding a higher education 
course: on the one hand it was about learning, but on the other it was about being 
judged at an academic level never experienced before. Therefore, the first grade was a 
signal indicating progression and passing it became the firm foundation block to build 
upon which could then absorb disappointments later on. Any fear of not being good 
enough came from being exposed to what they saw as weaknesses or hindrances to 
their progression in education, whether it be a lack of skill in writing academically (Jay), 
a general dislike of reading (Harriet and Nick), having a mental block toward computers 
(Karen), or the need for academic support (Mohan). 
 
Students in this sample gave no indication that they were comparing themselves in any 
way to young full-time students. Literature, however, has indicated that mature 
students do have concerns about this comparison (Murphy and Roopchand 2003, 
Mercer and Saunders 2004). The only comment that was made in connection to 
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younger students was that as a mature student, more guidance and support was 
needed due to the gap in years since they last studied. These students gave no 
indication that they saw themselves on the periphery within the institution either, yet 
O͛DoŶŶell aŶd Toďďell ;ϮϬϬϳͿ ďelieǀe that paƌt-time mature students often perceive 
themselves in this way and can feel excluded.  
 
For those students new to level 4, there was an expectation that they would take on a 
passive role as a learner, or at least be exposed to a very formal style of teaching; an 
expectation, as Daines and Graham (1988) suggest, of being taught rather than 
learning. Past experience of education forms this impression and it is often perceived 
as a negative one (Askham 2008). As the first few weeks progressed this perception 
changed quite quickly; however, it was dependent on the classroom experience. There 
were some students who had difficulty adapting to one tutor who they thought to be 
very strict. Jay found her encounter very intimidating and felt a sense of surprise that 
as an adult she had accepted such a degree of subordination. However, Karen spoke 
positively about this approach. For Carol, her concerns toward this tutor were 
different. It was the thought of travelling over a hundred miles to university and not 
being allowed into class if she was five minutes late. These experiences often 
influenced perceptions of having a voice within the university and whether the 
university saw their opinions as a valuable contribution.  
 
There was a sense of surprise for these students that they were enjoying being a 
student, that they felt that they were developing as individuals and that their self-
confidence, although fragile at times, was rising. Two students (Tanya and Karen) 
made reference to their learning styles and spoke with clarity as to their respective 
category. The category helped them to understand how they responded to 
information and consequently developed confidence in their ability to learn. It helped 
them make sense of how they had reacted in the past in a learning environment. For 
Karen in particular, it helped her to devise her own strategies to facilitate her learning. 
It had also given her hope that she was capable and that the stumbling blocks 
experienced in the past were no longer a hindrance. 
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By the time of the first interview, all had completed at least six weeks of their first 
semester. Even in that short time these students had experienced imbalance in 
themselves as they were adjusting to a new way of life, while subsequently accepting 
that this disparity was a necessary part of their own development (Mercer and 
Saunders 2004). The investment in their development creates a dilemma that study is 
often perceived as selfish time for themselves (Reay et al. 2002). This increased 
feelings of guilt toward those close to them as Britton and Baxter (1999) have 
highlighted. However, this also included: 
  Guilt toward work colleagues for leaving them to attend university (Jay).  Guilt toward family members for having to take childcare responsibilities (Fara).  Guilt about feeling unwell due to physical problems related to pregnancy and not 
feeling well enough to study (Carol).  Guilt toward family for feeling tired (Mohan).  Guilt toward fellow students when they themselves did not have to take the 
module assessment having done it in a previous course (Jay).  Guilt for having to restrict time with the family (Nick). 
 
These feelings were also mixed in with feeling proud of what they had achieved and 
education was becoming more than just a qualification (Mercer 2007). It brought with 
it a mixture of emotions where there was, for some, a constant questioning of whether 
the course was right for them. For those who had a strong determination to complete 
the course, it was more a case of persevering. However, all participants, like those in 
Yoƌke aŶd LoŶgdeŶ͛s ;ϮϬϭϬͿ saŵple, ǁeƌe happǇ ďeiŶg studeŶts aŶd as a ƌesult ǁeƌe 
highly motivated. These students did enjoy the learning experience which, according to 
Murphy and Roopchand (2003), creates an unconscious desire to strive for personal 
growth and fulfilment. They liked coming to university, being in the building and 
feeling a part of the academic environment. However, they were not studying or had 
not chosen to study for the simple enjoyment of doing so, as was the case with the 
sample in the research of Heery et al. (1996). 
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At the beginning of the course these students experienced insecurity to varying 
degrees. However, this was overcome through interaction with others where similar 
feelings of self-doubt could be shared. While this developed, it was apparent that 
some individuals had, at one time or another, contemplated withdrawing:  
  Tanya had considered leaving on her first day when she found that she was no 
longer in the same group as her friends with whom she had completed a previous 
course.  Carol, having a round trip of 200 miles to travel to university while pregnant, had 
the constant thought of ͞What oŶ Eaƌth aŵ I doiŶg?͟ “he had deĐided to ǁithdƌaǁ 
on the weekend before her first interview, but had reflected on her decision after 
speaking to her sister and decided to continue.  Karen felt bombarded with information during her first week, but would persevere 
at least until her first assignment was returned.  Jay also contemplated what her reaction would be to receiving poor grades and not 
seeing her own progression.  Mohan was just testing the course out and did not expect to last more than two 
weeks.  Fara was constantly looking for reasons to withdraw. 
 
The first few weeks were unsettling and it was not surprising that there were thoughts 
of withdrawing (Wilcox et al. 2005). Glogowska et al. (2007) and Longwell-Grice and 
Longwell-Grice (2008) were of the few researchers to recognise the importance of the 
first semester for students as they settle into the institution. In fact, apart from Beard 
et al. (2007) whose students took about seven weeks to settle, pre-course ͚tasteƌs͛ 
such as Snow (2010) and Spurin (2012), there is little indication how complicated 
everything can seem in the first few weeks of a course. However, not all had thoughts 
of withdrawing. Harriet had not contemplated withdrawing and would not do so until 
the end of her first year. If she was not to pass, she would not return for her second 
year. For Amanda and Nick, the thought of withdrawing had not been considered 
except in anticipation of extenuating circumstances such as ill health.  
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Although tensions existed regarding these studeŶts͛ deĐisioŶs to ĐoŶtiŶue, it ǁas also 
combined at the same time with enjoyment of the experience. As all reflected on being 
a student they found that they were enjoying their course and liked being a student.  
 
Relationships 
Although family was important to all participants, there was an awareness that 
sacrifices had to be made in order to make time for study. It may be the sacrifice of 
attending a day at university instead of seeing a young daughter, or not visiting an 
elderly mother as often, or just generally not having as much time as they did before. 
Right from the start, time had to be re-apportioned and, apart from Harriet and 
Amanda who cherished time on their own, there was a sense that it was being done 
begrudgingly. There was also less time spent with friends; a natural sacrifice to make 
for many students (Christie et al. 2005). Kember and Leung (2004) suggest that this is 
part of the commitment of being a part-time student – that something has to give and 
usually it means reducing a social life.  
 
Outside of their course, these students identified support coming from one person, 
whether it was a mother, a work colleague, a line manager, a husband or a wife. There 
were only two students, Amanda and Harriet, who did not indicate that they had 
external support but, at the same time, they did not indicate that they required any 
such support.  
 
Seven of the nine students in this sample were married with partners supportive of 
them and what they were trying to achieve. Tight (1999) suggests that education is not 
good for people and that it can destroy relationships - especially marriages. Brown 
(2006) found marriage break-ups common for students in higher education, but there 
were no signs at this early stage that relationships were suffering here. There was an 
appreciation of the support that they were receiving from their partners and this was 
iƌƌespeĐtiǀe of geŶdeƌ. Baǆteƌ aŶd BƌittoŶ͛s ;ϮϬϬϭͿ fiŶdiŶgs iŶdiĐate that theƌe ǁeƌe 
different pressures from partners depending on gender - female partners were 
generally more supportive than male partners. With the students in this sample, with 
the exception of one female student whose partner seemed reluctant to take on the 
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extra childminding responsibilities, this was not found to be the case, although it is 
again acknowledged that it was at an early stage in their course. Neither was there any 
indication that these students took on two identities – one for university and one for 
home, as Baxter and Britton (2001) also suggest. 
 
Relationships with family members can also change (Bolam and Doddgson 2003, Brine 
and Waller 2004), and there were two examples of where this had happened. For one 
student, it ǁas a fatheƌ͛s eǆpeĐtatioŶ of the faŵily responsibilities he felt his daughter 
was relinquishing by doing the course; and for another student, it was an uncle who 
became belittling and condescending toward her. In both cases each student adapted 
their behaviour in a non-confrontational way to reduce tension, and over the weeks 
the relationships did improve. 
 
Without denigrating the need for outside support, as the weeks developed it was the 
relationships with fellow students that emerged as the main source of support and 
encouragement. This often contrasted with the initial feelings these students had. On 
starting the course, apart from Jay and Harriet, there was a general feeling of isolation 
and inferiority toward others, as there was an assumption that those in the group 
would be more intelligent or know more about the industry they were working in than 
they did. For Jay, she was not worried about making new friends and fitting in because 
she believed it came easy to her. For Harriet and Amanda, they were quite content to 
work in isolation, but over the weeks even they, along with all of the students in the 
sample, began to appreciate the support from their fellow students. 
 
As these students spent time in their respective groups together there was more of a 
sharing of anxieties and concerns. As this happened, class mates very often became a 
very important source of support. For some, it became a motivational factor and, in 
the case of Fara, it was a major contributory factor as to why she stayed on the course. 
As contact and association developed beyond the confines of the classroom, it 
subsequently created a greater sense of security. It was only Harriet who, although 
getting along with and having an appreciation of her fellow students and their support, 
did not see them as an important factor for her continuation. She still wanted to be 
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self-reliant. She was doing this for herself and the strength of her independence and 
determination negated the need to be dependent on others.  
 
Studying 
These students found time to study on a regular basis, but it had to be fitted in with 
their other responsibilities. Apart from Harriet, study was often done at varying times 
during the day or night and very often difficult to plan as Snape et al. (2007) had found. 
It is a time that is vulnerable to disruption from family members (Ozga and 
Sukhanandan 1998).  
 
All participants, apart from Carol, live within seven miles of the university which means 
that there are opportunities to come in at the weekend when it is quiet and there is 
little competition for facilities. Jay and Karen were the only ones who had mentioned 
that they had done this. Conversely, Amanda likes to come in early on the day of her 
classes to spend as long as she can in the university. When classes are not timetabled 
she still uses the time to come in on her scheduled day and feels revitalised as soon as 
she enters the building, no matter how tired she may have felt before. For Amanda, 
the university is time for her and a way of escaping the everyday pressures she has in 
her life. 
 
For all participants, except Karen, studying at home is something that needs to be 
done in isolation.  Most needed to close the door to everyone and have solitude and 
alluded to liking it when their family actually went out and left them alone. 
Alternatively, Karen saw study time as an opportunity to bring the family together. Her 
eldest son was studying at the same institution and her youngest son was still at 
school. Study was something which they could do together and she had a vision of 
using it to unite the family. This unification of the family through study is generally not 
found in the literature.  
 
None of these students living with partners had an actual private study room, space 
was a struggle and they had to make do with what they could, whether it was a 
bedroom, kitchen or just a front room. For Harriet and Amanda, who were living 
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without partners at home, they did have access to a private study room. Amanda, 
however, was always subject to disturbances, especially from her grandmother, but 
really valued the time she had on her own. She felt fortunate because she could also 
fiŶd solitude at heƌ ŵotheƌ͛s house ǁheƌe theƌe ǁas a ƌooŵ in which she could lock 
herself away. For Harriet, there was a sense of joy in being in a room separate from 
anyone else; a room which was bright and cheerful solely for her and her alone. 
 
The future 
For seven of the participants, there was clarity in their minds about their career goals 
and where they wanted to be in the future. However, these goals were now, for many, 
often adjourned as the course was furnishing them with ideas about the possibility of 
alternative career routes which could now be considered. It has only been Yorke and 
Longden (2010) who have alluded to this and identified that it was an area that had 
not been anticipated by students. However, this also brought with it a feeling of 
comfort in the sense that they had the luxury of not having to make any decision now, 
that it could be put on hold until they neared the end of their course.  
 
Although these students had a future vision of themselves once their course was 
completed, the immediacy of the situation meant that for Nick, Jay and Fara, they 
were ticking off each week and thinking of it as a step closer to finishing. They saw 
each week, not only as one that had gone but as one closer to the end. In this sense, 
their education was seen as deferred gratification even though they were enjoying the 
experience. For Fara and Tanya, shorter-term goals replaced longer term ones having 
visions of themselves at the graduation ceremony or just wearing their cap and gown. 
In the second semester these images were not as strong and the longer-term goals had 
replaced them. Although these students were open to new career directions each 
image came with the assumption that they would successfully complete their present 
course. How visions can alter to support students through their first few weeks was 
not discussed in the literature. 
 
Participants were also very aware of their previous experience of education. For 
Amanda and Fara in particular, education was an opportunity to repair some of the 
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negative feelings that theǇ had Đaƌƌied aƌouŶd ǁith theŵ, to ƌeĐtifǇ a ͞peƌĐeiǀed 
deficit through re-engaging with formal eduĐatioŶ͟ ;Walleƌ ϮϬϬϲ, pϮϳͿ. There was a 
real sense of how the present linked the past and the future. For Karen, she wanted to 
use the experiences of her past as a resource to help others in the future and the 
course was the link to enable her to do that. For Carol, what she was learning on the 
course caused her to reflect on how she had managed past situations, and this was 
subsequently changing her outlook about the way she would work in the future. No 
one had lost sight of their past. For some, it was more important than the future, for 
others there was a strong sense of what they were doing now was their link to the 
future and what they wanted to accomplish. 
 
There was a connection between all these students as regards their career goals and 
ambitions. Five of the students wanted to become teachers because they felt that they 
were good in their present teaching assistant roles. For Karen and Carol, they wanted 
to develop their skills so that they could be more effective when it came to dealing 
with families. Therefore, the majority of students in this sample wanted to make a 
difference in the lives of others by drawing on their own experiences, and therefore 
wishing to contribute to society (Reay et al. 2002). This concept also complements the 
work of Snape et al. (2007) who found that the type of industry students were in (in 
their case the childcare and education sector) resulted in a strong commitment to the 
work they did. Even for those whose goals and ambitions were more flexible, all 
participants saw the course more as an investment for their future and not as an 
immediate debt as Adnett and Tlupova (2008) had found. 
 
Conclusion 
All paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ foĐus ǁas oŶ theŵselǀes, ǁhetheƌ it ǁas aďout the past oƌ ǁhat theǇ 
hoped to achieve in the future. To a large extent there was a detachment about how 
others may view them, even within their own family, as they tended to concentrate on 
themselves as individuals and not so much as a part of an extended family unit.  
 
Although much of the literature often categorised the experience of the mature 
student the individual experiences of these students often complemented the 
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literature in many areas, but it also gave new insights into the student experience. 
Overall, I did not find any literature which investigated the lifeworld of mature 
students using the fractions to research the first few critical weeks of a part-time 
course. What my research did reveal in connection to the literature was that, although 
tutors may see a mass of faces sitting in a classroom, teach and assess them 
accordingly, little is really known of them as individuals and their individual experience, 
or how they make meaning of their experience. A contribution that this study makes is 
to highlight that if institutions want to find out whether courses and support systems 
work as they are intended, then the only real way is by examining in-depth the student 
experience (Glogowska et al. 2007), in order to find out if the provision is a 
ĐoŶtƌiďutoƌǇ faĐtoƌ iŶ studeŶts͛ deĐisioŶ to staǇ oƌ ǁithdƌaǁ.   
 
Thƌough the aŶalǇsis of the ŶiŶe paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ aĐĐouŶts, it ǁas Đleaƌ that theƌe ǁas a 
close link between the student experience and retention. At this stage, I did not have a 
conceptual or theoretical framework for the study as I wanted to see what emerged by 
referring back to the literature. It was at this point that I discovered the work of Van 
Gennep (1960) and Tinto (1993). It was apparent that these were appropriate to adopt 
as a conceptual and theoretical framework for this study as they helped to understand 
the internal processes and external influences that relate the student experience to 
retention. In the following chapter I outline these. I then go on to analyse how the 
findings of this study apply to these models. 
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Chapter Six: Conceptual and theoretical framework 
 
TiŶto͛s ;ϭϵϵϯͿ theoƌǇ of iŶstitutioŶal depaƌtuƌe fƌoŵ higheƌ eduĐatioŶ ǁas adopted as 
a theoretical framework to support an understanding of the nature of the experience 
of beginning students. This helps to explain the complex process of events which 
influences individuals to withdraw from their course. Tinto adopts two conceptual 
ŵodels: VaŶ GeŶŶep͛s ;ϭϵϲϬͿ ͚‘ites of Passage͛; that of separation, transition and 
iŶĐoƌpoƌatioŶ, aŶd Duƌkheiŵ͛s ;1951) egotistical suicide theory in relation to social 
integration. The theories of Van Gennep and Durkheim, though not directly related to 
student attrition in higher education, describe the process of social integration 
experienced by the students. Tinto adopts these as ͚desĐƌiptiǀe͛ oƌ ͚conceptual͛ models 
which form the foundation of his explanatory theory of departure. For example, the 
Rites of Passage provides a way of applying the stages adults experience as they 
progress into new communities to the process students experience adapting to higher 
education. In addition, for Tinto, the appliĐatioŶ of Duƌkheiŵ͛s theoƌǇ of social 
iŶtegƌatioŶ iŶ soĐietǇ ƌefleĐts ͞the ways in which the social and intellectual 
communities that make up a college come to influence the willingness of students to 
staǇ͟ ;TiŶto ϭϵϵϯ, pϭϬϰͿ. In this sense Tinto separates a conceptual framework; one 
that is descriptive, from a theoretical framework, which he sees as explanatory.  
 
In this chapter I explain the conceptual stages of separation, transition and 
incorporation and, like Tinto, I use this as a conceptual framework. This contributes to 
an understanding of TiŶto͛s ;ϭϵϵϯͿ iŶteƌaĐtioŶist theoƌǇ of iŶstitutioŶal depaƌtuƌe and 
the stages students go through as they enter higher education. By applying the 
findings of my study to both frameworks I demonstrate how they contribute to a 
greater understanding of the student experience and why students stay or withdraw. 
All references to the work of Van Gennep and Durkheim are cited from Tinto (1993). 
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The conceptual framework 
The conceptual framework is based on the social anthropological work of Van Gennep 
;ϭϵϲϬͿ kŶoǁŶ as ͚The ‘ites of Passage͛. His research explored how the process of rites 
of passage within tribal societies could be applied to the establishment of new 
memberships for people finding affiliation with new groups. Tinto (1993) identifies 
that VaŶ GeŶŶep͛s foĐus ǁas oŶ the ŵoǀeŵeŶt of ͞iŶdiǀiduals aŶd soĐieties thƌough 
tiŵe aŶd ǁith the ŵeĐhaŶisŵs ǁhiĐh pƌoŵote soĐial staďilitǇ iŶ tiŵes of ĐhaŶge͟ 
(p92). Van Gennep saw the process that individuals go through in their life as a series 
of passages, not only from birth to death but also from membership and acceptance 
from one group to another. 
 
Van Gennep (1960) identifies three distinct stages: separation, transition and 
incorporation. He believes that the concept could relate to a variety of situations and 
to any longitudinal process; in this case the process that mature students face when 
starting a foundation degree. As a conceptual model, it outlines the typical stages 
students go through when establishing themselves with a new membership group, 
especially when first joining a new institution and the difficulties individuals face in 
navigating their journey through the early passages to a new academic membership. It 
entails moving from a secure position as a known member in one group, to that of a 
stranger in another and thus the natural feelings of weakness and isolation associated, 
as he calls it, ǁith a teŵpoƌaƌǇ ͚ŶoƌŵlessŶess͛. IŶ a studeŶt ĐoŶteǆt, it is this which in 
turn can heighten the likeliness of withdrawing prior to incorporation. 
 
As one develops and moves on in life separation is the leaving of past associations, 
while transition is the period during which one starts to interact in different ways with 
members of a new group. It is within this new group that the individual is seeking to 
find acceptance and membership of, and this requires adjustments on the part of the 
individual which, in most cases, means enduring temporary isolation. Incorporation is 
involvement with the unfamiliar group with new patterns of interaction, establishing 
membership and being part of that group. It exposes the issues of adjustment that 
many either endure or decide to withdraw from. For adults on a part-time course, their 
separation and transition is not so much a physical one as they usually maintain their 
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associations with family, friends and work. Therefore, these stages for them are more 
individual in the sense that not all may experience these stages in this order or at the 
same time as others. It is, however, a movement that calls for altered patterns of 
relationship, both social and intellectual within these new communities. 
 
The rites of passage was chosen as a conceptual framework for two reasons. First, the 
study focuses on the impact on the lifeworld of part-time mature students as they 
start their higher education career, and therefore the stages of separation, transition 
aŶd iŶĐoƌpoƌatioŶ applǇ. “eĐoŶd, VaŶ GeŶŶep͛s ĐoŶĐeptual pƌoĐess is at the heaƌt of 
TiŶto͛s ;ϭϵϵϯͿ iŶteƌaĐtioŶist theory of retention which forms the theoretical 
framework for this study. 
 
The theoretical framework 
The theoƌetiĐal fƌaŵeǁoƌk foƌ this studǇ is ďased oŶ TiŶto͛s ;ϭϵϵϯͿ iŶteƌaĐtioŶist 
model of institutional departure. Tinto applies this theory to student attrition, the 
fouŶdatioŶ of ǁhiĐh steŵs fƌoŵ Duƌkheiŵ͛s theoƌǇ of suiĐide.  Foƌ TiŶto, the use of 
Duƌkheiŵ͛s ĐoŶĐeptual ŵodel of suiĐide Đoƌƌelates ĐloselǇ to the eǆpeƌieŶĐe that 
students go through when starting a higher education course. It was Durkheim who 
believed that the study into suicide would reveal much about the character and 
problems of society in which suicide occurs. He categorised four types of suicide: 
altruistic, anomic, fatalistic and egotistical, and it is the egotistical type that Tinto 
employs, in a metaphorical sense, as it is of particular relevance to the experience of 
students. Egotistical suicide occurs where individuals are unable to become integrated 
in two areas; social, which is based on personal affiliations from day to day interaction 
among various members of society, and intellectual; the sharing of values which are 
held in common with other members of society. Individual integration into the social 
and intellectual life of society promotes concomitant membership which Durkheim 
found to be an essential component of social existence. Therefore, as well as 
iŶĐoƌpoƌatiŶg Duƌkheiŵ͛s ĐoŶĐeptual ŵodel, TiŶto also adopts VaŶ GeŶŶep͛s 
conceptual stages of separation, transition and incorporation as they are key elements 
in the process of integration. 
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Once the foundation of social and intellectual integration is established, individuals 
have to then find at least one community within the institution in order to secure 
membership. For Tinto (1993), the concept could be applied to students starting higher 
education. Higher education institutions are made up of academic and social systems. 
The academic system focuses on the formal education of students and is centred on 
what goes on in the classroom, whilst the social system is based on the daily life and 
personal needs of those within the institution. Tinto outlines that membership to one 
of these is essential for student progression. Meeuwisse et al. (2010) sum up this 
aspeĐt of TiŶto͛s ŵodel ďǇ statiŶg that ͞the loǁeƌ the degƌee of oŶe͛s soĐial aŶd 
intellectual integration into the academic and social communities of the college, the 
gƌeateƌ the likelihood of depaƌtuƌe͟ ;pϵϰͿ. Hoǁeǀeƌ, peƌsoŶal ĐhaƌaĐteƌistiĐs oƌ 
individual dispositions also play a part. 
 
Tinto ;ϭϵϵϯͿ ƌeĐogŶised that aŶ iŶdiǀidual͛s peƌsoŶal dispositioŶ iŶflueŶĐed the 
likelihood of them adopting a metaphorical suicidal response to stressful situations. It 
is the combination of individual dispositions and those elements of the egotistical view 
as stated above that provide an explanation as to student decisions to depart or 
continue. Tinto (1993) identifies that these dispositions relate closely to the 
expectations students have, based on their goals as well as their motivation. It is this 
which determines individual intentions culminating in their desire to complete. 
 
IŶteŶtioŶs aƌe ǀisiďle thƌough the iŶdiǀidual͛s ǀalued goals, ǁhetheƌ theǇ ďe 
educational or occupational, towards which behaviour is directed. These reflect 
aspirations and expectations which are based on past experience.  Commitment is the 
ǁilliŶgŶess of the iŶdiǀidual ͞to ǁoƌk toǁaƌd the attaiŶŵeŶt of those goals ďoth iŶ the 
educational enterprise generally and within the context of a specific institution in 
paƌtiĐulaƌ͟ ;TiŶto ϭϵϵϯ, p110). For example, a student may have high hopes and goals 
for his or her future but may be unwilling to commit to attaining them.  
 
As in the case of suicide, goals (intentions) and motivations (commitments) 
can be seen as helping to explain why it is that certain individuals, when 
experiencing the conditions of social and intellectual malintegration within 
the college, will choose to depart the institution. (Tinto 1993, p111)  
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This illustrates the use of the concept of suicide in a metaphorical sense. It is the 
combination of environmental conditions – inadequate social and intellectual 
iŶtegƌatioŶ iŶto the iŶstitutioŶ͛s sǇsteŵs, aŶd the iŶdiǀidual dispositioŶ ;iŶteŶtioŶs aŶd 
commitments) that help explain why some students will continue and others will 
withdraw.   
 
However, apart from institutional experiences, Tinto also recognises how external 
commitments may also influence the decision to depart. Although adults retain 
membership in their communities, it does call for altered patterns in these 
relationships, both social and intellectual. If these communities do not support, or 
indeed oppose, participation in higher education, then transition is made more 
difficult. 
 
Although the theoƌǇ is loŶgitudiŶal iŶ the seŶse that it applies to a studeŶt͛s full 
journey to completion, it applies most appropriately to the beginning of the student 
experience (Tinto 2005). It explains how interactions within the academic and social 
communities of an institution can impact on the student experience, and thus their 
lifeworld, and determine whether they continue or not. Mature students on part-time 
courses traditionally have less contact with fellow students and faculty members, and 
are therefore less academically integrated which may have an adverse effect on their 
studies. 
 
Interaction does not guarantee that students will continue, but the absence of 
interaction enhances, in most cases, the likelihood that they will not. It highlights the 
importance for students to establish social and intellectual membership, and therefore 
identify themselves as members within the academic and social communities in which 
they now find themselves; not so much in the separation stage but the transition and 
incorporation of the rites of passage that Van Gennep (1960) identifies. Some form of 
integration in at least one community is a minimum condition for students to continue 
and the greater the involvement, especially in the academic community, the greater 
the impact on learning. Interactions are important; however, from a phenomenological 
perspective, it is not the interactions that are so important but how each individual 
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understands and derives meaning from them. This all has an impact on retention and 
with universities income relying on fee-paying students, this may become an important 
subject for many of them in the future. 
 
Application 
UsiŶg VaŶ GeŶŶep͛s ;ϭϵϲϬͿ stages of sepaƌatioŶ, tƌaŶsitioŶ aŶd iŶĐoƌpoƌatioŶ it ǁas 
found that the separation stage for these students was different to traditional students 
whose separation often entails leaving home for the first time and living independently 
whilst attending university. These students did not separate from their external 
attachments in the sense that they had not left home and family to do the course. 
Family, work and friendships are not aspects which they decide to separate from and 
Tinto (2006) recognised this in making a distinction between full-time students who 
leave home to attend university, and mature students. However, there is evidence in 
the literature that, for many, separation, particularly that of marriages, does take place 
(Tight 1999, Bates and Norton 2002, Mercer and Saunders 2004, Brown 2006), but this 
may well occur long after incorporation. 
 
If there is a separation before transition then it is more to do with moving on and 
progressing as maturing adults; a wish to leave past stages of their life behind them. 
UsiŶg eǆaŵples fƌoŵ paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ lifeǁoƌld aĐĐouŶts, KaƌeŶ, although wanting to use 
her experiences as a platform to help families in the future, showed a desire to move 
on from her past. For Nick, taking a new direction in his life separated his association 
with mental health. For Fara, it was her experience in post-compulsory education that 
was in need of closure. In this sense, working toward a higher education qualification 
enables this type of separation to take place. 
 
The transition stage for mature students, a largely under-researched area according to 
Knox (2005), is the most critical stage that takes place during the first few weeks of the 
programme. Daines and Graham (1988) found that mature students underestimate 
their own abilities which trigger off anxiety during this period. According to Leathwood 
aŶd O͛CoŶŶell (2003), this is particularly evident with female students as they 
especially wish to gain approval of others. It was magnified on the first day of 
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attendance for these students where most felt anxious and nervous. Van Gennep 
(1960) identifies that it is during this stage that individuals feel like a stranger. For 
these students, it was a time where they questioned their own decisions as their own 
sense of presence was scrutinised.  
 
The support these students received from their own external networks was important, 
but it was the support derived from their group that became integral - something they 
were unaware of in the early stages. One problem was that these students were only 
together for approximately six hours per week, so it took time for them to get to know 
each other and build relationships. Even for students such as Harriet and Amanda, who 
were originally unconcerned about developing relationships with fellow students, 
began to appreciate the support element which they were now experiencing.  
 
During this transition period, a mixture of feelings and emotions occurred as these 
students adjusted to study in higher education. Many mentioned the feeling of being 
overwhelmed and bombarded with the amount of information and work given to them 
in their first week. Coupled with this was the feeling of tiredness as they adapted to 
new patterns of daily life. It was a time where the past, as well as visions of the future 
was captured within the present. It was this period that raised doubts as to their ability 
to succeed, be accepted and question what is central to their life. For Askham (2008), it 
includes concerns mature students have regarding their own limitations, their capacity 
to succeed and feelings of demotivation within a confusing and alien culture. 
 
The question of when incorporation takes place is different for each student. For 
example, Nick seemed to feel incorporated very early on by his appreciation of the 
environment and relationships with his classmates. Although building relationships and 
feeling accepted by fellow students came across as an integral element for all 
participants, the results of the first assignment seemed a decisive one. Passing it 
(whatever the grade) was a step toward incorporation. It was not so much 
incorporation to the institution, as these students generally spent very little time 
there; it was more an incorporation into academia.  
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Based oŶ Duƌkheiŵ͛s egotistiĐal suiĐide aŶalogǇ, studeŶts Ŷeed to ďe iŶtegƌated iŶto 
social and intellectual communities. The social community begins very early when 
students meet peers whom they will share their journey with over the following 27 
months. All participants made mention of the friendships that had been formed with 
classmates and how they felt comfortable early on with their group. The intellectual 
iŶtegƌatioŶ took loŶgeƌ aŶd ǁas ĐoŶstƌaiŶed ďǇ iŶdiǀiduals͛ pƌeĐoŶĐeiǀed ďeliefs aďout 
others in their class. Feelings ranged from those of inferiority; that others would be 
better educated, to thoughts that they might be the odd one out. Only one participant 
had little concern in this area as she felt confident that she could ignore others if she 
did not like them. She did not need, or rather was not reliant upon, this social 
integration. As the first few weeks progressed and these students got to know others 
in their respective groups, the barrier to the intellectual community within the group 
tended to break down as there was a realisation that the insecurities and doubts they 
had as individuals were similar to others. This was often difficult for those who did not 
naturally like to share insecurities, which resulted in an over-reliance on certain 
members of the group to voice and share theirs. Although this is not dissimilar to most 
social encounters, it was intensified because of the new and alien culture that these 
students had found themselves in. 
 
After six weeks it was apparent that these students were more settled with themselves 
and with others in their group. Bonds were being formed as friends were made and 
this provided an important support mechanism for each participant. It was a 
supportive network that established itself relatively quickly, considering that these 
students only saw members of their group once a week. As to the individual 
eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt peƌspeĐtiǀe aŶd TiŶto͛s model relating to egotistical suicide, it became 
apparent throughout the interviews just how important these relationships were for 
these students and that they were aware they were not alone in the way they were 
feeling. Eventually, at different times, all became incorporated into the social and 
intellectual community within their groups. 
 
The next section of the model relates to the institution and the academic and social 
systems within it, which for mature part-time student
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classroom (Kasworm 2003). The model indicates that students need to locate at least 
one community to gain the necessary membership and support (although not finding 
membership to the academic side usually results in some sort of involuntary 
withdrawal). The social systems (based on daily life and personal needs within the 
institution beyond the classroom) were not as important as they perhaps would be for 
younger full-time students. As these students were only in the institution for 
approximately six hours per week and had to manage external responsibilities, they 
often did not get involved with other social aspects of the institution. Relationships 
that were formed with fellow students developed beyond the confinements of the 
classroom, but the relationships with faculty and staff were very often dependent on 
the lecture experience. Some of these students felt that one or two of the tutors had 
forgotten, or were not aware of, what it was like to study part-time while working full-
time, which created a divide. The only example when these students actively sought 
membership to social systems outside the classroom was when two participants 
ǀoluŶteeƌed to ďe theiƌ ƌespeĐtiǀe gƌoup͛s ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀe, ǁhiĐh is ŵoƌe a foƌŵal 
academic membership rather than a social one. This closely relates to the finding of 
Alsop et al. ;ϮϬϬϴͿ ǁho fouŶd that ŵatuƌe studeŶts ͞teŶded to pƌioƌitise foƌŵal 
aĐadeŵiĐ aĐtiǀities oǀeƌ the iŶfoƌŵal aĐadeŵiĐ aĐtiǀities͟ ;pϲϮϴͿ. 
 
The academic membership tended to be the community that these students felt most 
insecure about. As discussed in Chapter Five, academic membership for some was 
centred on the return and grade of the first assignment, which gave these students the 
terms of reference needed to feel established within the academic community. Not 
passing the first assignment meant, in some cases, not continuing with the course. 
Whether this would have actually happened is not possible to say. However, what can 
be said is that it was a key factor in relation to their confidence and security enabling 
membership to the academic community. Leading up to this membership was, 
however, an unsettling period.   
 
It took time to settle into an alien culture and for things to make sense. For most, it 
was three to four weeks before cohesion occurred. Each student needed some sort of 
ĐoŶfideŶĐe ͚ďoosteƌ͛, ǁhetheƌ it ǁas feeling supported; that they understood what 
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was going on, or even just a feeling that they liked the atmosphere within the 
institution. The classroom environment as created by the tutor therefore became the 
main representation of the institution for these students. The tutor represents the 
institution and dictates the learning environment and creating the right learning 
environment for mature students is something many have written about in the past 
(Knowles 1984, Rogers 1986, Rogers 1989, Curzon 1990, Gallacher et al. 2002). 
 
The peƌsoŶal dispositioŶs iŶ TiŶto͛s theoƌǇ esseŶtiallǇ Đoŵe doǁŶ to iŶteŶtioŶs ;goalsͿ 
and commitments in the sense of being dedicated enough to see things through and 
complete a programme. Intentions are individual, valued goals and these can be either 
educational or occupational. For five participants, the occupational goal of becoming a 
teacher was shared, whereas for two, in particular, the focus was more on repairing 
academic ambitions from the past, indicating that the goal was more educational than 
occupational. For others, the goals were more varied ranging from wanting to be in a 
position where they could help other families, to obtaining the qualification because it 
was needed as part of a career. For some, there were no clear goals. They would just 
see how the experience evolved. One thing that these students did not anticipate on 
their course was that career options would begin to present themselves. The 
educational goal was therefore creating options for individual occupational 
possibilities. 
 
Students often enrol on a course with a strong determination to complete it; a 
deteƌŵiŶatioŶ ǁhiĐh is a keǇ ͚pull faĐtoƌ͛ foƌ peƌsistence, according to Glogowska et al. 
(2006). For two students, there was no clear occupational goal identified. Their 
intention was purely educational in the sense of self-development. One participant 
(Mohan) felt quite content with his life and did not believe that he would actually last 
more than two weeks. Without any confirmed commitment from him, and the fact 
that he did not expect anything from himself, took away any pressure and anxiety - as 
if he ǁas just ͚dippiŶg his toe͛ iŶ the ǁateƌ ďefoƌe diǀiŶg in. Charlton et al. (2006) 
mention that a lack of intrinsic motivation can often not be an important factor in 
decisions to continue. Mohan enjoyed his experience and utilised the study support 
available to him to such an extent that he developed the belief that he could actually 
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do it. Therefore, the educational goal of self-development coupled with a growing 
belief in himself was enough to build his commitment. 
 
External commitments will most likely take priority for mature students (Donaldson 
and Graham 1999), and there is little higher education institutions can do to alter that. 
It is when external commitments become external pressures that thoughts of 
withdrawing can occur (Charlton et al. 2006). All participants had caring responsibilities 
and finding time to fit study in was a common problem. The transition for students 
͞ƌealistiĐallǇ eŶtails a sigŶifiĐaŶt degƌee of adjustŵeŶt to aŶ alƌeadǇ full ƌepeƌtoiƌe of 
ĐoŵŵitŵeŶts aŶd ƌespoŶsiďilities͟ ;CaƌŶeǇ-Crompton and Tan 2002, p150), and this is 
coupled with less time which often inhibits access to the support systems on offer 
within the institution.  
 
Conclusion 
“epaƌatioŶ iŶ VaŶ GeŶŶep͛s ;ϭϵϲϬͿ stages ǁas Ŷot fouŶd to ďe a phǇsiĐal oŶe iŶ the 
process for these students. However, there is evidence in the literature that student 
identities change and dual identities are formed as separation with external 
relationships begins to take place (Baxter and Britton 2001). The separation, if there is 
one, may be more connected to these studeŶts͛ past ǁhiĐh higheƌ eduĐatioŶ pƌoǀides 
a platform to move on from. It may well be the case that students do begin to separate 
from their immediate families, but certainly during the early stages of the course, 
albeit with a relative small sample, there was no evidence to suggest this here. The 
transition and incorporation elements were much more apparent and these lay at the 
fouŶdatioŶ of TiŶto͛s ;ϭϵϵϯͿ ŵodel. 
 
Very early on all participants integrated with fellow students and the social 
environment within the classroom, and began to recognise that the concerns they had 
about themselves were shared. The intellectual acceptance did take longer as there is 
a human tendency to compare oneself to the minority (those who are doing better), as 
compared to the majority. As these relationships were formed, the support that was 
gained became very important, as other researchers have found with mature students 
(Wilcox et al. 2005, Tinto 2006, Lowe and Gayle 2007, Yorke and Longden 2010). 
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Tinto (1993) identifies that students must find membership to either the academic or 
social systems of the institution. There was little evidence that the social system was 
particularly important for these students outside the classroom; in fact the 
membership was satisfied with the developing of relationships within the classroom. 
Academic membership is essential and for these students to be integrated some sort 
of terms of reference was needed; confirmation that they could succeed at this level. 
This generally came from the return of the first assignment. 
 
From the personal dispositions aspect, intentions ranged from being very apparent and 
strong, to very weak. For some, taking the decision to do the course was intention in 
itself and commitment naturally established from that. Although commitment was 
there from the start for many, it was, at the same time, very fragile during the first few 
weeks. As time went by, all participants saw the benefits of completing the course, 
adding to their commitment. There was recognition that the sacrifices they were 
making now with their family were very much seen as an investment as they were now 
thinking of the long-term advantages. For these students, it was essentially about 
weighing the costs and benefits that Tinto (1993) refers to and how benefits must 
outweigh the costs in order for students to persist in the educational environment 
(Morternson 2005). 
 
All participants believed that the course had a big impact on their life, and although 
sacrifices were necessary and much anxiety experienced, they were all enjoying being 
a student in higher education on a part-time foundation degree. There was satisfaction 
with the environment and the new relationships that had been formed, but essentially 
it was their own self-confidence that had been enhanced. In this way the course 
became more than just an academic qualification in the sense that it resulted in direct 
change in the way these students felt about themselves (Mercer 2007).  
 
TiŶto͛s ;ϭϵϵϯͿ ŵodel helps to eǆplaiŶ ǁhǇ studeŶts staǇ oƌ leaǀe. WithiŶ the fiƌst feǁ 
weeks it is still a very fine line as to whether some students continue or not. These 
students stayed because they had, or gained, commitment, but the journey is a 
precarious one and until commitment is reached the threat of withdrawal remains. 
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Out of the nine in the sample, four said they could have withdrawn at any time during 
those first few weeks; two students had isolated moments when they had thoughts of 
withdrawing, but for the other three (those who conveyed a strong determination), 
there was never an indication that they would leave. The research here demonstrates 
the difficulties of incorporation and suggests that institutions can aid this process in 
the way assessments are designed, courses are structured and classroom learning 
environments are created.  
 
On reflection, TiŶto͛s theoƌǇ ĐaŶ help eǆplaiŶ the liǀed eǆpeƌieŶĐe of ŵatuƌe studeŶts 
at the beginning of their course. It provides a rationale for why some students might 
question their own intentions as they go through a transition period, and why they 
might identify that the support from those around them is so important. The findings 
from this study suggest, however, that the theory needs also to consider the effects of 
the classroom environment as a mechanism for enabling social and academic 
integration to the university. The relationship these students had with the university 
was often one interpreted through the classroom experience and not so much on 
other aspects of university life. This, I believe, contributes to an understanding of why 
students fail to complete their course, but will not predict individual motives. Even 
when social and intellectual integration has taken place and academic incorporation is 
established, motives and intentions within individuals are unpredictable and can 
change rapidly.  
 
In this chapter I have explained the conceptual and theoretical frameworks adopted 
for this research and applied to them the findings of this study. In the following 
chapter, I make my conclusions and demonstrate how the project contributes to 
practice. I then identify areas for future investigations. Finally, I reflect on my own 
journey as a researcher and identify the limitations of the study. 
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Chapter Seven: Conclusions 
 
In this chapter I conclude the study by examining the research journey and how it 
relates to the aim and objectives set out at the beginning. This is followed by a 
ĐoŶsideƌatioŶ of the studǇ͛s poteŶtial ĐoŶtƌibution to practice and identified areas for 
future investigations. I finish by reflecting on my own research journey. As I do this I 
identify limitations of the study. 
 
I highlighted in Chapter One the changes to student funding which will impact upon 
higher education in 2012, potentially affecting the provision of part-time courses. As 
the income for universities becomes increasingly reliant on student fees, retention 
may be a more important issue in the future. Currently, the statistics that HESA issue 
do not reflect an accurate picture of student attrition as most student withdrawals are 
not included in the data. I established in Chapter One the significance of the first six 
weeks as regards student retention compared to any other time during a course. If 
there is to be an understanding of why most withdrawals take place in this period, 
then it is the student experience which needs to be examined. 
 
Christie et al. (2005) suggest that in the past institutions often perceived that it was 
the student who was at fault for not fitting in, rather than anything to do with the 
provision offered. Presently students are asked for their reasons for withdrawal, but 
this is essentially for funding audit purposes; it helps to group students into generic 
categories. Little is revealed about their student experience and what it means for 
them. Nor does it uncover contributory factors which have led to their decision. It 
especially does not give any indication as to why other students stay; hence the value 
of understanding how part-time study impacts on the lifeworld of mature students - 
the aim of this research. Being a student is not just about participating on a course and 
the relationship the student has with the institution, but also how it impacts on so 
many other aspects of their life – how it impacts on their lifeworld. 
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In Chapter Two I clarified the philosophical foundations that underpinned the research 
and explained why a qualitative approach was selected. Using a descriptive 
phenomenological enquiry involved an ongoing analysis of the bracketing process 
which influenced significantly how the research was conducted and determined how it 
was presented. I identified how lifeworld supported the process of capturing the 
student experience (objective 1). Adopting a descriptive, instead of an interpretive, 
phenomenological approach allowed the voice of the student to take prominence 
within the research.  
 
The studǇ set out to aĐƋuiƌe data ǁhiĐh ƌepƌeseŶts paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ eǆpeƌieŶĐe. IŶ Chapter 
Three I presented three students using lifeworld fractions as a tool to structure and 
analyse the data. This analysis was based on the interviews conducted with students 
and placed the student voice at the centre of the research (objective 2). It exhibited 
diversity of the student experience (objective 3) and demonstrated, as Waller (2006, 
p116Ϳ fouŶd, the ƌaŶge of eǆpeƌieŶĐes as ďeiŶg ͞Đoŵpleǆ, diǀeƌse, aŶd iŶdiǀiduallǇ 
situated͟. This displays the limitations of generalisations in relation to the human 
experience. Each individual account affirmed the idiosyncrasy of their decision making, 
drives, emotions, motives and how their past was instrumental in the immediacy of 
what they were doing, as well as contributing significantly to their future.  
 
As part of the bracketing process, I engaged, after collection and analysis of the data, 
with the literature. Within the review in Chapter Four I identified the research that has 
focused on mature students returning to education (objective 4). I set out to explore 
why students return to education and how universities have responded to the growing 
widening participation agenda over the past decade or so. Elements of the student 
experience that are captured within the literature include how highly motivated 
mature students are, how they have clearly defined goals, and how adapting to higher 
education takes time. Entering, what has been termed as an ͚alien culture͛ brings 
anxieties through a readjustment of the lifeworld, and tutors can play a significant role 
just by showing to their students an understanding of what it is like to study part-time 
(Wilcox et al. 2005). The literature on adults returning to education suggests that 
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university systems are designed and targeted toward traditional students and that this 
can often hinder the progress of part-time students.  
 
In Chapter Five I set out to capture the varying experience of starting a foundation 
degree by including all nine participants; not as a homogenous group but to highlight 
that although they all experience the same phenomenon, the lived experiences were 
very different. In this chapter (as well as Chapter Three) I felt that it showed the 
difference between experience and the lived experience. Each shared the same event 
in many ways, but each lived their experience in a personal and unique way. The 
feeling of isolation, for example, was strong and lasting for one, yet only fleeting for 
another. The factors that influenced decisions to return to education ranged 
significantly. With the exception of two students, these involved career goals, yet this 
did not relate to or indicate their determination to complete the course, nor did it 
reflect the commitment they had to their studies. Varying pasts were very much part 
of their present and instrumental in the way they saw their future. As William Franklin 
once said, ͞The past is Ŷot dead. IŶ faĐt, it͛s Ŷot eǀeŶ the past͟ ;Đited iŶ Fuller 2011, 
p137). The first day, for example, can engender in a student a mixture of emotions 
such as apprehension and nerves, as well as excitement at the challenge ahead. The 
lived experience had the potential to bring back significant childhood memories often 
associated with feelings of isolation. In a way for many, the first day was an 
͚independence day͛; a time which involved the past as much as it was the beginning of 
the future. The sense of isolation experienced by these students subsequently made 
them question what they were doing and what they really wanted in their life; 
questions which continued for some during the first few weeks. As a practitioner, this 
demonstrated to me the need to account for these feelings without making the 
assumption that they exist for everyone. 
 
In many instances, the data reflected much of the literature about mature students in 
relation to the reasons for returning to education, what it was like for them to return, 
the associated feelings and how expectations very often aƌe goǀeƌŶed ďǇ studeŶts͛ 
past experience of education. Although this supports current literature, it also offers 
new insights as well as aspects which challenge current literature.  
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The second research question was - Does an understanding of the lifeworld of students 
identify factors that might lead to withdrawal. The application of the data to the 
conceptual and theoretical framework was important in answering this question. 
Therefore, in Chapter Six, I set out to use an established framework to help position 
the experiences of the students in this study. In this way it contributed to an 
understanding of some of the internal processes and external influencers that can 
contribute to early withdrawal (objective 5), as well as why students stay.  
 
The aim of the study was to develop a greater understanding of the student 
experience. Being a student requires many adjustments and can often mean, during 
the transition stage, enduring temporary isolation. The first incorporation often sought 
is into the social and intellectual community (found with fellow students). This became 
an integral source of support for many of the participants. After that, the need was 
focused on intellectual integration within academia which is essential for student 
progression. In this transitional stage, the anxiety experienced had very often come 
from not having any terms of reference as to what, at this academic level, was 
expected. For some, the first assignment was the vehicle toward incorporation into the 
academic community. It was also a sign that formed their commitment to themselves, 
whereas for other students commitment was evident from the start. The application of 
TiŶto͛s ;ϭϵϵϯͿ theoƌǇ deŵoŶstƌates that theƌe aƌe ŵaŶǇ iŶflueŶĐes that deteƌŵiŶe 
whether a student continues or not. If external communities or the institution do not 
support this transition, then incorporation is made more difficult.   
 
Contribution to practice  
The final objective of the dissertation was to enable the student voice to impact on 
course development of the part-time foundation degree provision.  
 
The data from this study highlights the potential importance, yet complex nature, of 
induction for a student. Induction not only introduces students to the institution and 
to higher education but more importantly is an opportunity to help students feel 
positive about their position on the course. These students generally felt a mixture of 
emotions in relation to their ability and their group. An induction can help ease and 
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eradicate the feelings of isolation by addressing anxieties students may be 
experiencing. It is about finding a way to help accelerate their incorporation into the 
social community. Failure to address issues such as these at this stage can also lead to 
a lack of academic incorporation and trigger thoughts of withdrawal (Prescott and 
Simpson 2004). It was evident that the empathy and support received from fellow 
students was important, indicating that there is a role for them, as established 
students, to play in aiding individuals through transitional periods.  
 
The study also revealed how students respond differently to different styles of 
teaching. For some, a strict approach is helpful, for others it can impact negatively on 
their sense of self as a learner. Teaching styles can, therefore, have an impact on 
students and there may be a need during induction to help more with how best they 
can manage the range of teaching methods they will be exposed to. 
 
The literature indicates that it is likely that students may change as individuals and that 
their close relationships outside of their course may deteriorate over time. Although 
this is Ŷot soŵethiŶg that ǁas ideŶtified iŶ the eaƌlǇ stages of these studeŶts͛ jouƌŶeǇ, 
it is something that might need to be addressed to help prepare students for the 
future if they wish to progress. Therefore, there is tension which needs to be resolved 
between preparing students for their journey ahead, while at the same time not over-
complicating and inundating students with information they may not need, or which 
could discourage them.  
 
Adapting to higher education was found to have a big impact on these students, 
especially in forming terms of reference about what was expected of them at this level. 
At present, based on the student experiences, there is little consistency as regards how 
students are given guidance with their assessment, yet this is something which many 
of these students felt anxious about as they sought academic integration.  
 
The study also highlights how commitment can develop at various times in students 
and is often very difficult to identify. For those who had progressed from doing a 
recent pre-course, especially if the pre-course was accredited on their foundation 
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degree, commitment was more apparent from the start. This shows potentially how a 
pre-course can be an incentive for students to continue their studies. 
 
At present, the academic semester structure where three modules start at the same 
time, was a contributory factor to these students generally feeling overwhelmed 
during their first week of classes when all assignments, readings and relevant 
information were issued at the same time. Penketh and Goddard (2008) refer to the 
faĐt that ŵatuƌe studeŶts͛ tiŵe aŶd ǁoƌk is hiŶdeƌed ďǇ eǆistiŶg uŶiǀersity structures 
which are devised for full-time students. At present, courses are structured with 
examination boards and external verification in mind which means that it is the system 
that dictates the structure, not the needs of the students on the course.  
 
Attrition is not just about numbers and financial consequences. At the core of all this 
are peoples͛ liǀes aŶd a Ŷegatiǀe eǆpeƌieŶĐe, oƌ a ĐoŶtƌiďutoƌǇ faĐtoƌ iŶflueŶĐiŶg 
withdrawal, can subsequently affect their future and can often mean that an individual 
may never again attempt a return to education. It is highly unlikely that student 
attƌitioŶ ĐaŶ ďe pƌeǀeŶted; hoǁeǀeƌ, this studǇ ideŶtifies poteŶtial ͞ďaƌƌieƌs iŶ the ǁaǇ 
of peƌsisteŶĐe͟ ;TiŶto ϭϵϵϯ, pϭϴϴͿ. If ƌeteŶtioŶ is seeŶ as iŵpoƌtaŶt to a university, 
then the evidence suggests that prioritising the first year has potential long-term 
benefits (Yorke and Thomas 2003). The example of the university at the centre of this 
research shows that most withdrawals take place before week Eight, and in particular 
during the first six weeks. This indicates that if students do survive the first six weeks of 
their course the chances of the university retaining them become considerably higher, 
thus highlighting the importance of guiding students through this transitional period.  
 
Areas for further research 
The findings of the study expose areas for further research. First of all, the intensity of 
emotions felt for many on the first day was a memorable one. It was a time when 
these students questioned themselves and, according to statistics, when some do not 
ƌetuƌŶ the folloǁiŶg ǁeek. ‘eseaƌĐh iŶto the affeĐts of studeŶts͛ fiƌst daǇ ŵaǇ aid the 
programme that is provided for them. Another area for further research is how goals 
change for students as new directions open up. Whether this is the case with courses 
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that fall under other schools is unknown; however, such research may highlight 
benefits to potential students when returning to education. 
 
Individual accounts brought up unique experiences which could be the basis for further 
research. For example, how studying as an adult can unify a family by studying 
together and, for individuals who do this, how they deal with the conflicting 
components of making sacrifices within the family as well, at the same time, as uniting 
them. Finally, as many courses in the future may move toward distance learning, it 
ǁould ďe of iŶteƌest to iŶǀestigate hoǁ VaŶ GeŶŶep͛s ;ϭϵϲϬͿ ŵodel aŶd TiŶto͛s ;ϭϵϵϯͿ 
theory apply to those students studying in isolation at level 4; to study how the social 
and intellectual incorporation takes place without physically being in a university 
building or with others in a classroom. 
 
Reflections on the research journey 
The research journey began with an examination of my ontological and 
epistemological perspective. From this the formulation of the philosophical 
underpinnings took place and the methodology was built upon this platform. I felt 
comfortable with these aspects at the beginning of the journey. What I tried to keep in 
mind was the quote by Eisner (1993) regarding descriptive phenomenology - ͞ǁe ǁaŶt 
to see and to tell it like it is͟ ;pϰϵͿ. I do ďelieǀe that adoptiŶg a desĐƌiptiǀe appƌoaĐh 
helped edge slightly closer toward objectivity. However, the bracketing process was a 
constant and continual battle. On numerous occasions my analysis and conclusions 
were not always derived from the data. The experience of working with mature 
students and my philosophy about teaching and learning often biased my approach. 
Through doctoral supervisory support I was able to re-examine my writing and make 
every attempt to ensure that the analysis was kept within the discipline of descriptive 
phenomenology. This has helped me reflect on my own bracketing and made me more 
aware of my own contribution. It meant a constant return to the data to assess 
whether the analysis was solely coming from that. At times it felt like a painful self-
critical journey. On reflection of the interviews I can now see how some of the 
questions were based on my own assumptions of what I felt was significant, instead of 
allowing the applicant to dictate this. In other instances, the bracketing process 
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worked well. For example, not involving a theoretical framework until the latter stages 
helped because it did not influence the data collection or analysis. 
 
With regard to how I set out to recruit volunteers in the research there is very little, 
even with hindsight, I would change. There were, I felt, the right number of 
participants and the interviews went smoothly. Students who volunteered were very 
enthusiastic in their support; however, they were volunteers. Therefore, it is possible 
that these students may have been motivated by a wish to express their opinions on 
the subject. This, along with focusing on the individuality of experience, is another 
reason why I do not claim generalisablity with the findings of this study. Originally, I 
wanted to include those students who, in the early stages of their course, had 
withdrawn in order to have a wider range of views and to find out how their 
experience had led to their decision to withdraw (another topic for further research); 
alas this was not possible.  
 
Another limitation of the study is that these students did not have to pay course fees. 
This meant that there were no associated financial consequences and therefore not a 
contributory factor influencing thoughts of withdrawal. For many of these students, a 
fee-paying course would not have been an option open to them. In this sense payment 
ǁas Ŷot a faĐtoƌ iŶ estaďlishiŶg oƌ ƌefleĐtiŶg studeŶts͛ ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt. From another 
perspective, it was useful not to bring fees into the equation as I was able to focus on 
the student experience without it being influenced by monetary value. There are many 
permutations of how varying levels of fees, the position of affluence a student may 
hold and the perception an individual has toward these, can influence the student 
experience. As higher fees are to be introduced from September 2012 this, I believe, is 
another area for future research. 
 
Whilst transcribing I found, once again, that I was very critical of myself as an 
interviewer for not probing and questioning more deeply when opportunities to do so 
were apparent. I was ĐoŶstaŶtlǇ thiŶkiŶg ͚ǁhǇ did I Ŷot ask theŵ to deǀelop that 
poiŶt?͛ WheŶ it Đaŵe to the aŶalǇsis I did feel that the lifeǁoƌld fƌaĐtioŶ of spatialitǇ 
could have been explored further. Students did not reveal too much about the 
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different places they went to or how their space was affected by their studies. I do 
believe, however, that participants benefited from the interviews in the sense that it 
gave them an opportunity to talk about themselves and their experiences. As in 
humanistic counselling, it might be argued that the one thing that most people need is 
for someone to actively listen to them (Sanders 2002). 
 
I found it useful to transcribe all my own interviews. Although it was time-consuming it 
did give me more of a sense of where the participants were coming from. I also found 
it ďeŶefiĐial to tƌaŶsĐƌiďe theŵ iŶ ͚EǆĐel͛ ƌatheƌ thaŶ iŶ ͚Woƌd͛, as this gave me more 
flexibility when it came to separating text into the fractions. The only slight problem 
ǁith usiŶg ͚EǆĐel͛ ǁas ǁheŶ it Đaŵe to do a ǁoƌd search. It would not highlight the 
actual word in the text but just indicate the cell where the word could be found. I also 
found it necessary not to have large chunks of text within one cell. However, on 
ƌefleĐtioŶ I ǁould use ͚EǆĐel͛ agaiŶ to tƌaŶsĐƌiďe iŶterviews. 
 
The way that the transcripts were structured and coded made it very easy for me to 
develop an audit trail. I found that using descriptive, instead of interpretive, 
phenomenology meant that it was necessary to keep returning to the transcripts to 
make sure exactly what the participant had actually said to ensure that it was not my 
interpretation of what was said. I tried to verify that I was describing phenomenon 
rather than explaining it (Langdridge 2007). 
 
Another tool which helped significantly was the copious amounts of notes I had made 
over the past four years from the literature I read. All my notes, which amount to well 
oǀeƌ ϵϬ,ϬϬϬ ǁoƌds, ǁeƌe tǇped up aŶd ĐoŶtaiŶed as ͚Woƌd͛ files. This ŵeaŶt that I had 
a system whereby I could trace references very quickly without the need to find the 
hard copy or to re-read it again. Each entry contained the full reference, what the 
article was about, how it could relate to my subject, comments about the article, the 
main points, quotes and the relevant page numbers, as well as my reflections and any 
criticisms of the article. I found there were three articles that significantly informed my 
study. The first was by Young (2000), who identified how mature students responded 
to feedback on assignments was dependent on their self-esteem. This made me more 
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aware of how I give feedback in my own practice. The second article was by Askham 
(2008), who emphasised what an alien culture higher education can be for students 
entering it. The third article was by Waller (2006), who showed the importance and 
ǀalue of iŶdiǀidual ŵatuƌe studeŶts͛ aĐĐouŶts iŶstead of ĐategoƌisiŶg theŵ iŶto a 
convenient box that no one fully fits into.  
 
With my own studies, completing a piece of research of this kind has made me 
reluctant to throw anything away. The recycle bin on my computer has not been 
emptied for months and I have been resistant to throwing any hard copies of previous 
drafts away – just in case. All my writings, whether they be notes or chapters, were 
stored on two computers and one memory stick, but still the fear of losing it remained. 
All data that was stored was anonymised and encrypted. It was only the interview 
recordings that were deleted. This was done after the transcriptions were completed 
in accordance with the written agreement I had given the participants. 
 
As a journey, there were times when I felt isolated and often lonely; where I felt there 
was little light at the end of the tunnel. Confidence that I could achieve at this level 
was often fragile. It was a journey reliant on the advice of others, particularly 
dissertation supervisors. This sometimes meant taking a slightly different direction to 
the one I had in mind and, at times, I would lose sight of what I was hoping to achieve. 
The conceptual and theoretical frameworks helped enormously because they focused 
my research and gave me direction. If I had discovered these frameworks earlier they 
would possibly have really helped to direct my questioning during the interviews. 
However, this would not have aided the bracketing process, because they would have 
given me ideas as to what to look for at the data collection stage.  
 
Choosing a descriptive instead of interpretive phenomenological enquiry also helped 
me to bracket, because it made me focus on what was actually said without me 
offering an interpretation of what I thought was meant. I did, however, find it difficult 
when it came to analysis of the data, because I would constantly question whether I 
was being interpretive. At times I found it frustrating because I could see links to 
psychoanalytical theories of behaviour with some participants in the way they had 
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reacted in situations and it would have been interesting to have pursued these lines, 
but this would have been interpretive. I also felt that I wanted to make 
ƌeĐoŵŵeŶdatioŶs ďased oŶ the poiŶts ŵade uŶdeƌ ͚ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to pƌaĐtiĐe͛. 
However, this would have been influenced by my own philosophy and would not have 
stayed within the boundaries of descriptive phenomenological research. 
 
I feel that what is presented here is only a snapshot of the student experience. I found 
the presentation of the data and the analysis difficult as there were no examples of 
dissertations to guide me in presenting lifeworld research. This meant re-presenting 
the data chapter in different ways to see which way appeared most conducive to 
examination. In the end, although the presentation of data was influenced by 
Ashworth (2003a, 2003b, 2006), Ashworth et al. (2003) Dahlberg et al. (2008) and 
Finlay and Molano-Fisher (2008), I have presented it in a way, I believe, is accessible to 
those who read it. It was important to me that it was written in a sensitive way, not 
only to respect those who took part in the research and who wished to read it, but also 
that it should be understandable to those who would examine it. The fractions of 
lifeworld research as used by Ashworth I found interesting, fascinating and useful, not 
only in analysing data but also to help structure its presentation. At the core of 
lifeworld research are individuals and their world, and it is this that most interested 
me. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Word count: 49,078) 
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Appendix A: Interview Plan 
 
Interviewee name:      Date: 
Interviewee details (course, age range) 
Start time:       Finish time: 
Preliminary Comments: 
Concluding reflections: 
 
Tell me why you decided to come back to education? (Temporality) 
What has your past experience of education been like? 
 
Tell me about your experience of being a student. 
 
Tell me about the start of the course. 
How did you feel coming to induction? What did the induction do for you? How did you feel after? 
 
What was it like coming back a week later and starting classes? How did you feel after that day? 
Any significant instances/experiences? 
Tell me about the subsequent weeks. What was your experience of these weeks? Positive/negative? 
Right/wrong decision? Confidence/self-esteem? 
 
Can you compare the experience to anything else in your life? 
How did your experience compare to what you expected? 
What words have you written down which sum up the way you have felt? (Discourse) 
 
Has being at college affected your life?  Has it affected the things you do/places you go in your life? 
(Spaciality) 
How has this course impacted upon relationships with friends and family? (Selfhood) 
Have relationships altered? (Sociality) 
How do you feel about yourself? Have your feelings about yourself changed since starting? How has it 
affected you? (Embodiment) 
How has it affected future plans? Life plans? 
 
Has coming to college changed you and what you do in your life? (Selfhood) 
 
How prepared were you for university? (Project) 
Where do you study? (Spaciality) 
 
Do Ǉou feel Ǉou haǀe a ǀoiĐe aŶd that the College uŶdeƌstaŶds ǁhat it͛s like for you? 
What factors do you think will determine whether you continue with your course? 
Why do you think fellow students have dropped out? 
 
How do you think the experience of other students compares to yours? (Selfhood) 
Would you have done this course if you would have had to have paid? 
How much would you have paid? 
 
If you were in charge of your course, are there any changes that you would make for new students? 
What advice would you give to prospective new students? 
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Appendix B: Presentation transcript 
 
How are you feeling today? If there was one word that could sum up how you feel about today 
and your course, what would that one word be?  
Those are very interesting words. 
The ƌeasoŶ ǁhǇ I͛ŵ heƌe is ďeĐause, like Ǉou, I͛ŵ oŶ a Đouƌse as ǁell. And like you I have to do 
assignments. One of my assignments is a research project, but I can choose any subject I like 
and the subject I am interested in are people like you - students who have come back into 
education, perhaps after a gap. My own personal feeliŶg is that the Đouƌse Ǉou͛ƌe doiŶg iŶ a lot 
of ǁaǇs is haƌdeƌ thaŶ the oŶe I͛ŵ doiŶg ďeĐause soŵe of Ǉou ŵaǇ Ŷot haǀe ǁƌitteŶ aŶ essaǇ 
foƌ a ǁhile oƌ studied, aŶd at this ŵoŵeŶt Ǉou doŶ͛t kŶoǁ ǁhat it͛s goiŶg to ďe like. 
I͛ŵ paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ iŶteƌested in the start of your course and I would like to interview one or two 
of Ǉou to fiŶd out hoǁ Ǉou͛ǀe ŵade seŶse of it all, hoǁ it͛s iŵpaĐted oŶ otheƌ aspeĐts of Ǉouƌ 
life, how you feel about yourself, how it compared to what you expected, were you prepared 
for the course and how you manage it. 
I͛ŵ also iŶteƌested iŶ iŶteƌǀieǁiŶg Ǉou eǀeŶ if Ǉou ǁithdƌaǁ fƌoŵ the Đouƌse. I hope Ǉou doŶ͛t 
of Đouƌse, ďut if Ǉou do I ŵight just ǁƌite to Ǉou aŶd ask Ǉou if I ĐaŶ iŶteƌǀieǁ Ǉou. If Ǉou͛ƌe Ŷot 
interested then just thƌoǁ the letteƌ aǁaǇ. I ǁouldŶ͛t ďe tƌǇiŶg to talk Ǉou iŶto ĐoŵiŶg ďaĐk 
ďeĐause that͛s Ŷot the puƌpose. It͛s just that ǁhetheƌ Ǉou͛ƌe oŶ the Đouƌse oƌ ǁithdƌaǁŶ, 
Ǉou͛ǀe still had soŵe soƌt of eǆpeƌieŶĐe aŶd I͛d ďe ǀeƌǇ iŶteƌested iŶ that. 
If you do volunteeƌ to ďe iŶteƌǀieǁed I͛d ask Ǉou to ǁƌite a feǁ ǁoƌds doǁŶ Ŷoǁ aŶd agaiŶ 
oǀeƌ the Ŷeǆt feǁ ǁeeks of hoǁ Ǉou͛ƌe feeliŶg, oƌ aŶǇ sigŶifiĐaŶt iŶĐideŶĐes. We Đould theŶ 
refer to these in the interview. Interviews will be recorded, but they will be confidential – it 
ǁill oŶlǇ ďe ŵe ǁho listeŶs to theŵ. You ĐaŶ ǁithdƌaǁ at aŶǇtiŵe, so eǀeŶ if Ǉou͛ǀe agƌeed to 
be interviewed you can change your mind – even after the interview. So if you call me up and 
saǇ, I doŶ͛t ǁaŶt Ǉou to use that iŶteƌǀieǁ I did ǁith Ǉou – I was just in a bad mood, then I 
ǁoŶ͛t, uŶless its a feǁ ǁeeks lateƌ ǁheŶ I͛ǀe ǁoƌked haƌd tƌaŶsĐƌiďiŶg it. 
It will also be anonymous, in the sense that I will change your names, but I can never 
guarantee 100 percent anonymity because if you say something like ͚it͛s haƌd ǁith teŶ kids 
tƌǇiŶg to studǇ all the tiŵe͛, soŵeoŶe ŵight ƌead that Ƌuote iŶ aŶ aƌtiĐle aŶd saǇ to theŵselǀes 
͚I kŶoǁ ǁho said that͛. “o it ǁill ďe aŶoŶǇŵous up to a poiŶt. 
If aŶǇoŶe is thiŶkiŶg that ŵaǇďe ͚I ǁouldŶ͛t ŵiŶd ďeiŶg iŶteƌǀieǁed͛, I have an information 
sheet heƌe ǁhiĐh eǆplaiŶs the ƌeseaƌĐh, the puƌpose aŶd has ĐoŶtaĐt details. “o if Ǉou͛d like to 
contact me or ask me any further questions then please do so. 
I͛ŵ goiŶg to Đoŵe ďaĐk iŶ a feǁ ǁeeks aŶd talk to Ǉou agaiŶ aŶd theŶ hopefully one or two of 
you might volunteer. 
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Appendix C: Information sheet given to participants 
 
 
My name is Martin Spurin and I would like to invite you to take part in a project I am 
involved with. 
 
Although I lecture at (name of institution) I am in fact also a student studying for a 
doctorate in education at Sheffield Hallam University and part of my course is that I 
ĐoŶduĐt a ƌeseaƌĐh pƌojeĐt. The ƌeseaƌĐh I͛ǀe ĐhoseŶ is oŶe that I͛ǀe always had an 
interest in: part-time mature students returning to education. My project therefore 
involves examining the experiences of students like you at the start of their course and 
I would like you to be part of the study. 
 
What is the purpose of the study? 
I want to find out about the experience of starting a part-time foundation degree. 
What was your experience of the first few weeks of your course? I am seeking a vivid, 
accurate, and comprehensive portrayal of what these experiences were like for you: 
your thoughts, feelings, and behaviours as well as situations, events, places, and 
people connected with your experience. Through your participation I hope to 
understand the essence of what it is like for students such as yourself studying part-
time as it reveals itself in your experience. The reason for the topic is that research 
literature in this area has suggested that returning to education for most adults is quite 
a challenging experience in their life and I would like to know more about this in order 
to identify ways in which we can make it better in the future.  
 
Do I have to take part in the study?  
No, Ŷot if Ǉou doŶ͛t ǁaŶt to. It is ĐoŵpletelǇ optioŶal aŶd it ǁill Ŷot affeĐt Ǉouƌ ƌesults 
iŶ aŶǇ ǁaǇ if Ǉou doŶ͛t.  
 
I am hoping that you will find it beneficial because it will give you the opportunity to 
think about ǁhat͛s happeŶed to Ǉou, giǀe Ǉou oppoƌtuŶitǇ to ƌefleĐt upoŶ hoǁ it͛s 
affecting you and give you space to talk about that. If you are happy to take part then I 
would ask you to sign a consent form to show that you have agreed. 
 
 
What will happen if I take part? 
I will ask you to jot down a few words in a journal or diary the feelings and experiences 
Ǉou͛ǀe had ǁithiŶ Ǉouƌ fiƌst feǁ ǁeeks of Ǉouƌ Đouƌse. This ĐaŶ ďe doŶe eǀeƌǇ daǇ, 
every few days, once a week or just when you feel like. You may even want to refer to 
any incidents which strike you as significant. This is in no way designed to be onerous 
or time consuming. These will then be referred to during the interview which I shall 
arrange with you. The interview will take about one hour and it will be recorded (this is 
for my benefit to make sure that I capture accurately your experiences). You do, of 
course, have the right to request that the machine be turned off at any point during 
the interview. I will then ask whether we can arrange a second interview where I will 
present to you a summary of your experiences from the first interview for you to 
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comment upon. This is to ensure I have an accurate understanding of what you have 
told me as well as capture how your thoughts and experiences have developed since. 
 
Will my part in the study be kept confidential? 
Any information you give during the study will be handled in confidence. No-one will 
listen to the recorded interviews except me and they will be deleted as soon as the 
transcription is done. 
 
Will it be anonymous?  
Yes, the whole study will be anonymous as far as possible in the sense that your name 
will be changed in the transcripts and in any further published material. However, 
please keep in mind that it is always possible that someone close to you may recognise 
you from reading a quote in an article.  
 
What will happen to the results of the research? 
Apart from the submission for my course at Sheffield Hallam University, I will be 
reporting the findings of the research to (name of institution) in the hope that it will 
develop practice in the future. Material may also be used at the (name of institution) 
research conference to develop staff understanding. 
 
Can I ǁithdraǁ eǀen though I͛ǀe agreed to take part? 
Yes, it is your right to withdraw at any stage prior to, during and up to two weeks after 
each interview (by this time all information will be anonymised and transcribed). 
 
Contact details and further information 
Researcher: Martin Spurin  Tel: (telephone details) 
Room (room number)  
(Address if institution) 
Email: (email address) 
 
If you have any problems with the study, or are unhappy with the way it is conducted, 
you should contact Dr Nick Hodge, Supervisor of the research project at: 
n.hodge@shu.ac.uk  
 
Thank you for your time, and I hope you will consider volunteering to take part. I 
would certainly value the unique contribution that you could bring to my study. If you 
have any questions or want to have a chat to me about the project please do not 
hesitate to contact me or pay me a visit.  
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Appendix D: Consent form  
 
CONSENT FORM 
 
 
Please hand this back to Martin Spurin 
 
Please initial each section 
 
1. I confirm that I have read and understand the information I have been given about this study. 
 
2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time prior 
to, during and up to two weeks after the interview. 
 
3. I understand that data collected during the study is for a research project and therefore may 
be looked at by examiners at Sheffield Hallam University and possibly (name of institution). I 
understand too that it may be represented in future published journal articles and material 
may be presented at the (name of institution) Research conference. 
 
4. I agree to be interviewed and understand that the interview will be tape recorded. 
 
 
Name of Participant: 
 
 
Signature of Participant: 
 
 
Contactable details: 
 
 
 
Name of Researcher: 
 
 
Signature of Researcher: 
 
 
Date: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1
6
0
 
 
KB74 You thought it was going to be tough? KD74 KF74
KB75
Yeah, and I've waited for it actually (laughs). I thought gosh, it's going to be tough and I know I'm going to have 
tough times as the months progress because they're obviously letting us in gently, I think, yes, it's okay but I'm 
expecting it to get harder. KD75
K doesn't feel that it has 
been as hard as she 
expected. KF75
KB76 Okay ... Has it affected your life? KD76 KF76
KB77 Yep! KD77 KF77
KB78 The first few weeks even? KD78 KF78
KB79 Yeah ... KD79 KF79
KB80 In what way? KD80 KF80
KB81
I've ... I'm more determined erm ... To do what I what I wanted to do. I'm extremely ...I'm even more passionate 
than I've ever have been. I was sort of er, erm ... I used to stereotype people erm, quite a few times, not 
intentionally erm and I'm seeing beyond that now because of the stuff I'm learning, erm, it's about your 
perceptions and your judgements, it's all, and I'm starting to think in different ways  about people which is nice 
because I'm going to have to think in that way for the job I want to do anyway. So my thinking has  completely 
changed erm, my attitude in life is completely changing. Everything's really positive. KD81
K feels more determined 
now she is thinking 
differently. KF81
Project - even in a relatively 
short space of time K is 
thinking differently to the 
way she did before  and it is 
making her even more 
passionate in what she is 
doing. 
KB82 Can you give me any examples ... KD82 KF82
KB83
Erm ... My, my work colleagues, I know .. I can understand now why I clash with certain personalities, not them 
as a person, it's the way that they do things and I'm seeing beyond that now, understanding that now. When you 
hear of the politics in the staffroom, it's going completely over my head because I'm thinking differently, not 
thinking to the way people manipulate you into thinking. So it's ... taken me to the next level. KD83
K analyses the relationships 
she has with work 
colleagues and feels she 
now rises above issues that 
she has more of an 
understanding of. KF83
Sociality - K is understanding 
how others could 
manipulate her in her 
thinking, she feels as though 
she has risen to another 
level. 
KB84 And that's just happening in the first few weeks? KD84 KF84
KB85
Yeah, yeah, I don't know whether it's because I'm so passionate and keen but I still have that anxious feeling ... 
Er, yeah. I'm loving every minute of it really (laughs). KD85 K feels anxious still. KF85
Embodiment - increased 
passion but still 
accompanied by anxious 
feelings.
KB86 Has it affected the things you do in your life? KD86 KF86
KB87
Erm .. Yeah, cos I think differently, I'm starting to think differently, act differently and I'm more serious. Erm, not 
that I wasn't serious but I'm seeing things erm .... And how important things are and how important the way that 
I do things and how important that things happen, why they happen and stuff so I'm gaining a lot of erm, 
knowledge about myself as a person too. KD87
K is finding out more about 
herself and the course is 
helping her to do that. KF87
Selfhood - K can feel the 
progression in herself as she 
develops her thinking skills.
KB88 So has that changed the things that you do perhaps in your life, not just work and at home ... KD88 KF88
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Appendix F: Lifeworld accounts 
 
Amanda 
 
Selfhood 
 
It͛s Ƌuite diffiĐult to ďe selfish  ... I could take more time off, ďut theŶ I͛ŵ 
putting myself in a situation with my nan for her to get used to me and as 
her primary carer ... I find it causes more harm than good. (AB 151) 
 
For Amanda, being a carer for her grandmother is an important part of her life. She 
lives with her 89-year-old gƌaŶdŵotheƌ ǁho has had Alzheiŵeƌ͛s foƌ the past feǁ Ǉeaƌs 
and has devoted much of her time, along with her daughter, to looking after her. For 
Amanda, this has given her a focus in her life although she has now reached a stage 
where she needs to take a new direction. However, moving on from an altruistic 
position brings emotional disharmony as she finds it difficult to put her own needs 
first. Coming back to higher education does create a dilemma for her as she has to be 
more selfish with her time and this has consequences when she reflects on her role as 
a carer. Amanda compensates for this by the belief that giving her grandmother more 
time does not help her in the long term as this encourages her to be over-reliant. 
 
It͛s Ŷot ŶiĐe ǁheŶ Ǉou saǇ Ǉou͛ƌe a Đaƌeƌ. TheǇ haǀeŶ͛t got aŶ idea of 
ǁhat͛s iŶǀolǀed. ;ABϯϵͿ 
 
Being a carer influences how Amanda sees herself in relation to others and she makes 
assumptions about how others see her. For Amanda, there is a stigma attached to 
being a carer by society and this makes her defensive with those she tells. Yet she feels 
proud in what she is doing (AB37). 
 
I just take it as my time away from my nan and caring responsibilities. 
(AB147)  
 
Being a student for Amanda is essentially about giving time to herself, but this brings 
unnatural feeling of selfishness for her. The time she makes for herself is time that 
would normally be devoted to caring. The only way for her to make time is through 
sacrifices she makes in her caring duties. 
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Because the caring role Ǉou ĐaŶ foƌget aďout Ǉouƌself so ŵuĐh aŶd I didŶ͛t 
ƌealise that ͚till oŶe daǇ – I went to find some shoes in my bedroom and I 
didŶ͛t haǀe aŶǇ, but my nan and my daughter were sorted ... just that 
thought, not necessarily finance but the thought - Amanda, go and get 
soŵe shoes. It ǁouldŶ͛t eǀeŶ eŶteƌ ŵǇ head aŶd I thought that͛s Ŷot good, 
that͛s a ƌoute to daŶgeƌ so I͛d ďeĐoŵe isolated if I do that aŶd just ƌeallǇ 
into myself and thinking about everyone else but myself. (AB34) 
 
There is an internal struggle for Amanda in putting her own needs first. It is something 
new to her as she has always put the needs of those she cares for before her own. She 
now realises that this is not a healthy position to be in. On reflection, she could see her 
escalation into isolation subsequently leading to a loss of her own identity. There had 
to be some changes and for Amanda being a student helps to restore some sort of 
balance.  She now feels there is a new direction in her life; one that is personal to her 
and her alone. 
 
I͛m a single mom doing university aŶd I͛ŵ ĐaƌiŶg foƌ ŵǇ ŶaŶ full tiŵe, so it͛s 
just amazing how much you can stretch yourself and still remain balanced. 
And I think some people are quite fearful of that with myself and they keep 
telliŶg ŵe, ͚it͛s too ŵuĐh͛ ... ďut I ďloĐk it out. It͛s Ŷot too ŵuĐh ďeĐause 
I͛ŵ ŵaŶagiŶg. I͛ŵ a lot ŵoƌe pƌoud of ŵǇself Ŷoǁ. ;ABϭϳϰͿ 
 
For Amanda, there are three roles she plays in her life: a carer, a mother and a student. 
Although balancing these roles has been challenging, she is proud of the way that she 
has handled her responsibilities and feels that this may have altered the way others 
view her. The agency of her decision making is reflected in her independence and this 
is strong enough to dismiss the advice of others. The sign for Amanda that she is not 
taking on too much is that she is managing the situation. She is shocked by how much 
her three roles challenge her, but she has determination and is proud of where she is 
iŶ heƌ life. “he ĐoŶsideƌs the Đouƌse as ͞ŵǇ tiŵe͟ (AB147) and she has been surprised 
with her own sense of strength. She is here to complete what she set out to do. 
 
I͛ŵ oŶlǇ leaǀiŶg if I die ... or obviously if anything happens to my daughter, 
God forbid, ďut that͛s it. EǀeŶ if ŵǇ ŶaŶ ǁas to pass aǁaǇ toŵoƌƌoǁ I͛d ďe 
here Monday, I know that for a fact. (AB112) 
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Amanda is defiant in her attitude to completing her course. She has even put it in 
context of how she would react if her grandmother died. Being a student is a priority 
for her. 
 
... it's somethiŶg foƌ ŵǇself foƌ oŶe, I kŶoǁ I'ǀe got to do it ͚Đos I'ŵ ŵoƌe 
than capable and I know I'm capable, I know I'm good on the practical side 
as well so it's just this side to level and balance it out. Obviously set an 
example for my daughter, a role model for the rest of the children in my 
family and also as well to make my parents proud ͚Đos theǇ haǀe ďeeŶ ... 
and they know I can do it, they know I'm interested in it, I know they look 
forward to me finishing ... (AB164) 
 
There are no thoughts of withdrawing for Amanda. Being a student fulfils many 
purposes and helps with an imbalance she feels she has in her life. She is confident in 
her capabilities on a practical side, but there is a piece missing which education fulfils. 
Learning for Amanda enhances self-image. The perception others have of her in her 
faŵilǇ is also ǀeƌǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt. “he sees heƌself as ƌespoŶsiďle foƌ ďeiŶg a ͞ƌole ŵodel͟ 
within her family, but also she wants her parents to be proud of her. She manages her 
three roles by relinquishing some control and delegating some caring duties, allowing 
her to focus on her own study (AB164). By arranging for her grandmother to go to day-
care on university days Amanda is free to devote herself to her studies and to see 
beyond her identity of just being a carer. 
 
Sociality 
It is important for Amanda that she gains respect from her family. Therefore, she seeks 
their approval by being a role model (AB166). Relationships have not changed since 
starting the course; eǆĐept oŶe. Heƌ uŶĐle͛s attitude toǁaƌd heƌ suddeŶlǇ ĐhaŶged iŶ a 
Ŷegatiǀe ǁaǇ. ͞He͛s kiŶd of ǁoƌkiŶg agaiŶst ŵe at the ŵoŵeŶt aŶd doiŶg little thiŶgs 
to try and flare me up in a way where I react to his stupidity, ďut I doŶ͛t stoop to that͟ 
(AB90).  Amanda tries to react positively when confronted with this attitude. 
 
Since I started studying again ... he's moved study, moved personal papers 
... my first actual college application form went missing and I know it was 
still in the house on the table, you know things like that. Spiteful things that 
you don't really want to speak about with your uncle, but one thing I've 
learnt about being a carer is being open about my life and about how it's 
going to improve services, so I'm quite open and I will say he's an idiot and 
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I don't like the way I've been treated by him. But at the same time I'm not 
going to let him ruin it, or anything I'm trying to do now. So it makes me 
stronger in a sense when he does something, I go and get my books and I 
get my face in them and I quote from them, that's what I do, basic 
channelling, everything that gets in my way I channel it into my studies. 
(AB92) 
 
Amanda does not perceive her uncle as a source of support and the deterioration of 
the relationship is unsettling, but the spitefulness he exhibits brings out defiance and 
determination within her. Amanda will not allow her uncle to ruin what she is doing. 
She does not feel she can confront him when she believes he has moved papers of 
hers in her house. Yet she does allow herself to demonstrate defiance by reading her 
studǇ ďooks iŶ fƌoŶt of hiŵ. This is AŵaŶda͛s ĐouŶteƌ-attack. She uses, in this instance, 
her studies and knowledge as her armour to fight back. There is a sense of what she is 
doing is right as she can see, in the long term, how she can improve services although 
she does not expand what she means by this. 
 
Amanda makes no mention of friends in her life at present. She did have close friends 
when she started university before, but she lost one of them to death in close 
succession to losing someone close in her family. This was something which affected 
her so much that it led to her feeling that she could not continue with her studies at 
that time and subsequently withdrew from her course. 
 
It's changed in the sense of ... anyone who is doing anything above what 
they already know is a threat. (AB73) 
 
Starting the course for Amanda has changed her relationships with colleagues at the 
school she now works at. Amanda believes this happened once they realised she was 
going to university. She interpreted this as a threat to them and especially to one 
person in particular who was already on the course but who, according to Amanda, 
was struggling with it (AB73). Amanda is not intimidated by this change of attitude as 
she feels that because she now works on a voluntary basis, she has control over the 
things she does and can move on at any given time. These relationships are not that 
important to her and like the relationship with her uncle she is able to block them out 
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(AB70). Amanda accepts isolation with many relationships as she identifies those 
which are important to her in her life and dismisses those that are not.     
 
You do feel quite inferior at that point because you're thinking 'okay, I've 
been out of work for a year, I've been out of education before, what am I 
doing basically (laughs), what am I doing here?' (AB86) 
 
For Amanda, being out of work and not being in education for a while has made her 
question herself. At the start of the course Amanda had to deal with how she felt in 
relation to fellow students and this made her question herself and what she was trying 
to aĐhieǀe. AŵaŶda͛s feeliŶg of isolatioŶ ǁas fed ďǇ a feeliŶg of iŶfeƌioƌitǇ toǁaƌd 
others in her group. As the weeks progressed Amanda felt much more at ease with her 
fellow students as they began to share how they felt on the course. Students within 
her group were exchanging phone numbers and there was a growing feeling of support 
(AB88). By the second semester the feeling of inferiority that she had at the beginning 
of the course had gone.  
 
I still feel that, that little barrier there between some of the ladies on the 
course, but that's the same as in a workplace. It's the same when I walk 
into a doctors, it's just everywhere isn't it? That's just how it is. (AB182) 
 
Although Amanda feels supported by her fellow students there is still a barrier that 
exists. The acceptance she experiences rotates as she never feels fully part of a group. 
Amanda can very quickly feel isolated and where there are signs of alienation she 
withdraws into her seclusion. For Amanda, there is an expectation that barriers will 
exist with others and being a student is no exception. 
 
On a part-time course you're alienated from everyone, you don't really see 
the life of the college because you're here so late so it's nice to actually 
have a familiar face, even if it is in the canteen to say hello to, even the 
ladies that takes the tray up ... I have a nice little chat with her too. You 
know it just lightens the load in that sense about that fear of not knowing 
anyone as well. (AB137) 
 
Amanda is able to contrast her previous experience of higher education as a full-time 
student to that of studying part-time. Being part-time brings a certain amount of 
alienation. Her classes tend to be during the evening when most students have 
finished for the day. For Amanda, being a mature part-time student means she misses 
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out on her association with other university students. She compensates for this by 
engaging with those she regularly comes into contact with who are detached from her 
course aŶd this helps heƌ to alleǀiate a total feaƌ of isolatioŶ. AŵaŶda͛s Ŷeed foƌ this 
oscillates between wanting to be solely on her own, to feeling fearful of not having the 
opportunity to socialise.  
 
I'm single in terms of male, female relationships, companionship in that 
way. I am single, that does bother me at times because I'm someone who 
doesn't think that I don't need a partner, I'm not like that. I do need a 
partner and I do want one and I will ... When people meet me they 
automatically think I'm (either) married, or a mess because I'm not with 
anyone. So they think how can someone so nice be by themselves? You 
must be a problem, you know, and it makes them shy away from me ... I've 
found that relationships with my daughter become stronger because I'm 
studying childhood. I'm so conscious of my parenting now that I'm studying 
children ... always very conscious of how I deal with that and sort through 
situations, the attention I give her, the time that I give her. She could have 
a lot more time but I make sure I condense the times so that what we're 
doing is beneficial to her erm ... emotionally, so she doesn't feel left out, or 
she feels I'm not interested. (AB95 - AB96) 
 
Amanda feels secure with the close relationship she has with her daughter, but she 
does think about what it would be like having a partner. For Amanda, there is a need 
for adult company which she does not get from those whom she lives with. Amanda is 
open about her needs in this area. She believes that not being in a relationship 
influences how others may see her and again she makes assumptions as to how she is 
perceived being a single person. She feels others see her as a problem and therefore 
do not pursue any form of relationship with her. Her daughter is her main priority and 
she speaks positively about how the course has developed their relationship. For 
AŵaŶda, studǇiŶg ͚Childhood͛ has helped heƌ to ďeĐoŵe ŵoƌe ĐoŶsĐious of heƌ 
daughteƌ͛s ďehaǀiouƌ aŶd the ǁaǇs she should ƌespoŶd as a ŵotheƌ. 
 
Embodiment 
 
CoŵiŶg iŶto it, I felt ǀeƌǇ sĐaƌed ͚Đos I ǁas thiŶkiŶg 'Oh ŵǇ gosh, just please 
nothing get in the way of this one, I really want this' and then you kind of 
tell yourself only you can let it get in the way whatever it is. So, coming in 
was obviously daunting, but when you speak to everyone else you're all in 
the same boat ... Made me feel a bit better in that sense and then 
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obviously the lecturers letting you know that they know how you feel 
basically and that really helped, that really helped, yeah. They were very 
clear, very friendly, very bubbly ... (AB49) 
 
Amanda felt scared on her first day and coming into the building was a daunting 
experience even though she had confidence in her academic ability. Although she felt 
nervous, her concerns were more to do with her journey to completion. Even so, 
fellow students and tutors at the induction did help her to feel more settled. The 
tutoƌs͛ eŵpathetiĐ aŶd uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg appƌoaĐh ǁas iŵpoƌtaŶt to heƌ; hoǁeǀeƌ, this 
did not stop her questioning herself and experiencing feelings of panic. This was not 
helped by the added layer of pressure put upon herself by her perceived expectation 
to complete the course by her parents (AB9). 
 
I was tired, absolutely shattered ... from travelling as well. I've recently 
given up my car because it costs too much to run so I'm juggling buses and 
things like that. The change has been dramatic in the sense, where before I 
used to have a little bit of energy left because I was in the car ... now it's 
totally drained. I'm getting used to that now; I'm doing a lot more walking 
as well. (AB143) 
 
Being a carer, a mother and working while studying is tiring for Amanda. Working on a 
voluntary basis means that finances are tight and since giving up her car and using 
public transport it has meant Amanda feels even more exhausted. However, she has 
noticed how her feelings change as soon as she enters the university building. 
 
I get here, I could be absolutely shattered and my nan's been up all night 
knocking my door and talking in the mirror, walking around looking for my 
granddad and things like that, and I can come into college ... just like that, 
I'm awake, whereas I could've been half dead on the way here. As soon as I 
get in I wake up, I'm revitalised, I'm ready and I think that's not because of 
my strength now, that's obviously because of the friendly environment that 
I͛ŵ ǁoƌkiŶg iŶ aŶd I feel I haǀe the suppoƌt of the people oŶ ŵǇ Đouƌse. 
(AB84) 
 
For Amanda, coming into university is an escape. Being a carer is demanding and it can 
mean disrupted sleep. She is also aware that at home she is always on call and that her 
study time can end suddenly by the needs of her grandmother. However, no matter 
how tired Amanda feels, entering the university building revitalises her energy. Being a 
student gives Amanda an oasis. Although feelings of isolation still exist, she enters a 
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building she feels part of and this renews her strength which compensates for the 
other demands in her life. 
 
The first day was good, but then it became daunting when the assignments 
were handed out ͚Đos Ǉou kŶoǁ, theǇ ǁeƌe all haŶded out oŶ the saŵe 
day, not necessarily due back the same day of the week, but they hand 
everything out first so obviously you get this work and you're 'oooh, I 
thought this was part-time. (AB53) 
 
Amanda enjoyed her first day of classes, but was still daunted by the amount of work 
and information given out. With all the assignments issued on the same day it led her 
to question whether the course was part-time. However, when she had rationalised 
that all the work did not have to be submitted at the same time she could then begin 
to organise herself better. Being a student for Amanda is about planning and pacing 
things as a way to protect herself from feeling stressed (AB60). 
 
... if I'm somewhere away from my family and I go into a depression ͚Đos 
I've lost my nan, moved out of her house, everything's changed, in a 
strange flat that I didn't want to accept. (AB184) 
 
Amanda anticipates how she may feel in the future if she moved house and was in a 
new area. She sees that the changes that could happen with losing her grandmother 
and being away from her family could impact on her health in the future.  
 
Temporality 
 
The level of understanding being at (previous university name) University 
was quite different. I'm not saying there was no single parents or anything 
like that, but at the same time, tutors ... they weren't as compassionate. I 
mean I don't expect, you know, extra help and extra time just because I'm 
a single parent, but there was, there wasn't much leeway... I couldn't really 
work with the tutors there  ... I just found there was a brick wall and it was 
like 'look, you've applied here, keep up to speed or get lost basically and 
that, that's how I felt, so I actually .... was also finding out myself who I was 
in that sense in terms of what I actually wanted from my life and how to go 
about it, whilst dealing with life, because I've never had death and stuff in 
my family and amongst my friends up to that point ... (AB8) 
 
AŵaŶda͛s past eǆpeƌieŶĐe of higheƌ eduĐatioŶ ǁas a tiŵe ǁheƌe she ǁas fiŶdiŶg out 
who she was and what she wanted from her life. The difficulties she was having in her 
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life and as a student were not accompanied with an empathetic attitude from tutors. 
At that time she felt that she was given an ultimatum of either keeping up or getting 
out. Feeling that her tutors showed no compassion as to what she was going through, 
she subsequently withdrew. Being a student previously was a time where she 
experienced a lot of problems of a nature she was not equipped to deal with. Now she 
feels she has the mental freedom to focus on her studies. However, the belief that she 
would eventually return and complete a higher educational course had never left her 
(AB22) and now the time was right for her to restart her education. Coming back to 
education was not about repairing the past but more about beginning again after a 
deferment in her studies. 
 
I now need to find that out to see whether or not I need to add maths to go 
on to teaching, whether I need to add it on now because if I have three 
years here, four years, however long, then I'm able to add one subject on 
each year, if I need to do my science, I know I passed my English language 
and literature, but I'm not sure about the science and maths so I probably 
need to do them again ... and if I do I need to fit it in from now really rather 
than waiting until later and have to do a whole year of GCSE's ... so yeah ... 
forward thinking. (AB55) 
 
Being a student gives Amanda direction and a vision. She wants to be a teacher and is 
aware that she may need to add further curriculum subjects such as maths and science 
to her qualifications. She thinks strategically about the future and calculates how she 
can add one subject each year for the next three to four years. There is no sense of 
wasting time for Amanda as she anticipates the possible hurdles to be confronted over 
the coming years which could stifle her vision. For Amanda, study is an investment for 
the future as she plots the stages ahead of her. 
 
Spatiality 
With caring for her grandmother as well as her daughter, time is very precious. 
Amanda apportions time with them, but she does like the solitude of studying alone. 
She studies in her bedroom, which is not ideal for her because of disruptions; however, 
it is somewhere she can shut the door to a certain amount of distractions. She tends to 
study late in the evenings, although a set study time is almost impossible for her with 
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her caring responsibilities (AB153). She has organised some off-site care for her 
grandmother which enables Amanda to be at home on her own. 
 
In the sense where I hope to move around a lot more in terms of ... before I 
was very strict ... like we're staying over this side of town because it's 
easier to town and it's easier to do this and that erm ... I'm in Small Heath 
and although it's not that far it can become difficult, but on the other hand 
the better schools are further out, like Yardley ... so I found it easier in that 
sense in terms of life plans, I thought yes, I can actually move outside the 
city centre. I've always grown up around here, Leebank, Ladywood, so it 
made me broaden in that sense that I could move round a bit more. It's 
changed that kind of life plan in terms where I would purchase a house and 
things like that. (AB100) 
 
I've had to get used to the fact that I'll have to accept an area that I don't 
want to live in. Then on the other side of it, I thought I can't allow myself to 
do that ͚Đos if I'ŵ soŵeǁheƌe aǁaǇ fƌoŵ ŵǇ family and I go into a 
depression ͚Đos I'ǀe lost ŵǇ ŶaŶ, ŵoǀed out of heƌ house, eǀeƌǇthiŶg's 
changed, in a strange flat that I didn't want to accept, I wanted a house, so 
you know what I mean so I've had to get into the mindset of moving to 
another area. I know I could but at the same time I don't want to make it 
become a negative that I have done that. (AB184) 
 
There is an ambiguity within Amanda as regards her feelings about where she will live 
in the future. She has always stayed within the same region; however, she talks 
confidently about venturing out of her area and moving house. She sees moving to a 
new area as part of her life plan, but then anticipates how she may feel being isolated 
from her family. There is a desire to move but thoughts of how she may feel in the 
future restrict her into staying in the area she lives now. Currently Amanda feels 
restricted in many ways since giving up her car. She no longer has the freedom to 
travel as she did before (AB143). This means that her social life has also changed and 
she no longer goes to the places she used to go to, such as her Salsa classes (AB145). 
 
When it comes to study Amanda likes the solitude of her own bedroom. Occasionally 
she goes to heƌ ŵotheƌ͛s house ǁheƌe theƌe is a little ƌooŵ ǁheƌe she ĐaŶ go aŶd plaǇ 
music and have time to herself (AB145). At university she likes spending time in the 
library and usiŶg the gǇŵ. ͞“oŵetiŵes ŵǇ ŶaŶ͛s at the daǇ ĐeŶtƌe aŶd I Đoŵe iŶ aŶd 
have a meal downstairs – just soŵethiŶg foƌ ŵe, that͛s just ŵiŶe ... aŶd that͛s ǁhat I 
see it as aŶd that͛s ǁhat ďoosts ŵe͟ ;ABϰϭͿ. Theƌe is aŶ appƌeĐiatioŶ of the plaĐes she 
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goes to which derives from a feeling of solitude. University is a special place for her to 
come because she sees it as time for herself. 
 
Project 
 
I've always known I've always wanted to be a teacher so ... it's been easier 
to a point in that sense because I know where my goals are taking me ... 
Not everyone has that. Not many people know what they want to do with 
their life, they know what they enjoy, they know what they like doing as 
hobbies and things of interest, but they don't know what they want to do 
with their career, so I found that people have struggled on courses just to 
do a course to keep mom and dad happy, to keep husband happy and to 
show that they're doing something. (AB120) 
 
Future projects are planned out and clear. Being a student allows her back on track 
with her ambition. Amanda knows where she wants to be in the future, although she is 
vague in defining it. She reflects on her intentions of doing the course and compares 
heƌ iŶteŶtioŶs to those of ͚otheƌs͛, although she does Ŷot state ǁho these ͚others͛ are. 
There is confidence in her own ability in that she can juggle her other responsibilities in 
order to complete her course. She was disappointed to have dropped out previously 
when she believed she was capable and this is now a second opportunity for her to 
finish what she set out to achieve. There is a belief that she has the capability to 
Đoŵplete the Đouƌse aŶd feels that she is ͞ƌidiŶg it thƌough aŶd aĐtuallǇ eŶjoǇiŶg it, 
iŶstead of puttiŶg that pƌessuƌe oŶ͟ ;ABϭϱϲͿ. “he is deteƌŵiŶed to Đoŵplete whilst 
fulfilling the responsibilities she has as a registered carer. Although she will not 
relinquish any of her duties, Amanda is fully aware that they may not be around for 
long. 
 
Discourse  
When describing the impact the course has Amanda uses phrases which indicate a 
desire to be self-reliant. She speaks, not so much about her past or about her future 
but very much in the present. Apart from her daughter and her grandmother, she 
speaks from a very isolated place and conjectures as to the assumptions others make 
about her. She has come to not depend on anyone or expect anything from anyone. 
She uses words which indicate an appreciation of the support she gets from her fellow 
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students, but speaks in terms of a barrier between them. The words she uses shows 
how she has reflected on her feelings from dark periods in her life. However, there is 
also an anticipation of how she could feel in the future if certain things were to happen 
in her life, such as moving house or her grandmother dying. She speaks only briefly 
about her role as a mother and more about being a carer. At times, when asked about 
the course, her response was often associated with being a carer and how that 
responsibility impacted on her, more so than being a student. She speaks in very long 
sentences which often drift off and returns to the subject of her caring responsibilities. 
 
Summary 
Amanda sees herself as a mother and a carer more so than as a student. It is only now, 
since becoming a student, is she considering putting her own needs first. Study is a 
personalised thing and it is something she is not confident others will understand. Her 
last experience of university was halted by the circumstances she found herself in and 
were not helped by the attitude of the university she was attending. Amanda expects 
alienation in the things she does and makes assumptions about how she is perceived 
by others. However, this does not hinder her determination. She enjoys being a 
student, especially coming into the building. There were doubts at first, but she is 
confident in her ability to achieve at this level.  
 
 
Carol 
 
Selfhood 
 
I think it is difficult because at work as a manager you have to have most of 
the answers there or you have to go off and find them. Whereas here, 
you're coming in like a blank canvas really and it's a bit ... you've got to 
absorb all that information. It's very different roles, but I mean it's good. 
(CB192) 
 
For Carol, her identity as a student is in stark contrast to the identity and role she plays 
at work. At present there are no expectations to have knowledge at the beginning of 
the course as a student which frees her of any burdens of responsibility. This is 
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opposite to how she feels at work where, as a manager there are responsibilities she 
has to live up to. She has a positive attitude toward this and uses the analogy of 
starting the course to that of a blank canvas waiting to be filled, with herself as 
responsible for being receptive of the knowledge delivered. 
 
... in terms of confidence, I think, it almost strips you of your confidence at 
first ... because you think, you know what you're doing and then actually 
you think ...  you get into these lectures and you're like ... what shall I... I 
didn't know the background to that and... that's quite good, you know it 
helped ... it ... it's like you're here and you've got no foundation really have 
you?  (CB60) 
 
The course for Carol is a new beginning that she accepts will mean a period of 
adjustment. She sees starting higher education as stripping her of her confidence in as 
much as she has to establish her own identity and terms of reference in an academic 
environment. For Carol, this is not seen in a negative way but as a positive platform to 
build upon. The confidence that she has in her ability stems from previous post-
compulsory education. She originally went into nursing and was comfortable with the 
academic level (CB80). Returning to education and being in lectures benefits Carol in as 
much as it helps her to put into context what she does at work as a community family 
support worker  
 
...just getting back into that, a whole mindset of having to study and having 
... you know, not just going home at night and thinking, I'll put the TV on. 
(CB16) 
 
Although Carol saw starting university as a massive upheaval in her life she welcomed 
the challenge. For Carol, it was about developing a focus toward study which involved 
reorganising herself (CB174). This meant taking a disciplined approach to her study and 
making sacrifices in her own leisure time. 
 
Carol feels very comfortable in higher education and believes that she has a voice 
within the university. At the same time she has determined very quickly who amongst 
her tutors she would actually confide in and who she would avoid (CB122). Therefore, 
the voice she believes she has is restricted to those who are receptive to her. 
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Sociality 
 
I͛ǀe seeŶ Ƌuite a feǁ people shot doǁŶ foƌ ĐhalleŶgiŶg heƌ alƌeadǇ. (CB202) 
 
The relationship Carol has with tutors is more ambivalent. She prefers a teaching style 
which encourages discussion with all students within her class (CB82). However, she 
highlights one class where this does not take place. For Carol, this means adapting her 
learning style to this formal delivery. From what she has seen from students in her 
group she is willing to accept a more passive role to ensure that she would not be 
embarrassed in front of others.  
 
I think it's really, it's really a diverse group of people, but yeah, we've all 
gelled really well. It's just like getting the different experiences from 
different people ... Everybody is interested in what you've got to say and 
it's like another woman today has been telling me about being made 
redundant at work and it's, you know it's that supportive network, you 
know people are supportive towards you and you hope you're supportive 
toward them, which is quite, it's quite surprising because we are only 
together for such a short amount of time. (CB225) 
 
For Carol, diversity of the group is a positive element of the course. Carol has found 
support within her class and there is a sense of surprise at how well she feels her 
group gets on. Although Carol is not reliant on their support, she does value it and this 
enhances her enjoyment.  She sees the support as a two-way network in which it is just 
as important that she is seen as supportive toward others. There is a sense of surprise 
that others are genuinely interested in her and her experiences. 
 
My muŵ's ƌeallǇ suppoƌtiǀe, she's ... she ǁas a ͚staǇ at hoŵe ŵuŵ͛ uŶtil 
she was ... until about 11 years ago and then she's gone out and she did a 
TeĐ͛ ĐhildĐaƌe aŶd eǀeŶtuallǇ thƌough paƌt-time study became a teacher 
and now she's just done her Early Years Professional Status, so she's really 
supportive and I kind of ... she kind of thinks do it while you're young 
instead of, you know, being like me, just graduating at the age of fifty, so 
she is supporting me. (CB98) 
 
Outside of university the main source of support Carol receives is from her mother 
who she sees almost as a role model when it comes to education. Although Carol does 
not clarify what this support entails it is apparent that the relationship she has with her 
mother is one that she values. There is also support from her sister of whom she 
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turned to when she was thinking of withdrawing from the course (CB52). As regards 
her partner, when asked whether the course had altered their relationship she replied:  
 
No, you get the occasional digs about 'I don't know why you're doing it' ... 
(laughs), yeah because obviously he has to do the whole childcare on a 
Monday, you know, so, I see her first thing in the morning and then don't 
see her at all until the next morning and there's times when he's ... he 
works from home ... he's then got meetings and I'm always thinking - have 
your Monday, care for her on Monday - so I think that gets to him a bit 
because obviously his job is better paid than mine, but then I make the 
point that if I gain my qualifications that, you know, I've got the potential 
to either to go higher or at least transfer across, you know. (CB 221) 
 
For Carol, the course does bring a dilemma. Monday is a day where she goes through 
the whole day without seeing her daughter and she sees being a student as time 
͞takeŶ aǁaǇ fƌoŵ heƌ͟ ;CBϵϬͿ. This is soŵethiŶg Caƌol fiŶds diffiĐult as it Đauses 
friction with her partner who Carol needs to rely upon on Mondays. For Carol, her 
partner does not understand why she is studying and believes it is borne from his 
reluctance to take on childcare responsibilities. Carol sees this help as being given 
begrudgingly. This adds another dimension to being a student for Carol as she is 
constantly aware of the impact it has on her immediate family.  
 
Embodiment 
 
I'm still positive. I think on Saturday because I'm pregnant and I felt, I've 
got lots of problems as well ... I woke up on Saturday and I had really ... I 
had morning sickness and I just kind of thought ... I just can't, I just can't ... 
the thought of having to sit and finish off the assignment was just ... and 
all, all through Saturday I thought 'I'm not doing it, I'm not!' and I got up 
yesterday and I was in a better mood and got on with it and spent most of 
the day doing it and it was fine. (CB89) 
 
Carol was twelve weeks pregnant when she started the course; however, she was 
confident that it would not affect her studies (CB90). She was aware that she had a 
ready-made excuse if she did want to defer or withdraw and in a way this took away 
any pressure on herself (CB126). Pregnancy brings other considerations for Carol in 
being a student as she was experiencing problems with her health. The physical 
problems and mood swings which she was experiencing had culminated in her decision 
to withdraw from the course in week Six. This was the first time she had contemplated 
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withdrawing and it was based on how she felt on that particular day with an 
assignment to get ready for submission. The following day brought a more positive 
frame of mind and the decision was reversed. 
 
... I was thinking, if I don't get these assignments done this weekend ... and 
even though, you know ... you can get an extension - extenuating 
circumstances ... but in my head I was thinking that just puts it off for 
another week or whatever ... I just felt so guilty, everyday I felt guilty if I 
didn't feel well not doing anything, thinking that, you know I'm not able to 
get it done. (CB56) 
 
Carol rationalises that having extenuating circumstances and an allowance to submit 
an assignment late would not alleviate the pressure she felt because all it would do is 
prolong it. Even though Carol was not feeling well due to her pregnancy she did not 
see her condition as a justifiable reason for having extenuating circumstances. In fact, 
what she did feel was guilt because she was allowing it to prevent her from studying 
and completing her work. For Carol, this was part of her responsibility of being a 
student. 
 
I think, kind of, the level that it was set at, but obviously you don't know ... 
Every lecturer can't look at your face and go well 'you're at that level, you'll 
come out with that', but yeah, I think in that first six weeks, with me it was 
a lot of panicking of how ... whether what I was going to do was going to be 
good enough. (CB241) 
 
For Carol, starting a course brought difficulties as regards the expected level. This 
triggered an emotional response as she felt she was starting to panic. At the same time 
she realised that this was an accepted element of the course and rationalised, from a 
tutoƌ͛s perspective, that there was little way for anyone to be able to make any 
ƌelatiǀe judgŵeŶt aďout aŶ iŶdiǀidual͛s aďilitǇ ďefoƌe theǇ suďŵit. 
 
... I was like 'oh my ...' and then it just flustered me, but once you got here 
it was easy and you got to the front door and they told you where to go ... 
that was fine, but just that whole panic because I didn't know where I was 
going. (CB26) 
 
Carol acknowledges feelings of panic on her first day; however, these were not 
associated with being on the course, but linked more to being on time and finding the 
ƌight plaĐe to go. This ͚flusteƌed͛ heƌ ďut heƌ eŵotioŶs settled oŶĐe she ǁas at the 
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induction. For Carol, the focus was on getting there rather than any anxiety of starting 
a course. 
 
DuƌiŶg Caƌol͛s seĐoŶd seŵesteƌ, as she came close to the birth of her baby, she felt 
that she was still motivated being a student even though she found her second 
semester harder (CB176). It was during this semester that the pressure of time-
keeping increased. Her first tutor of the day required students to be punctual 
otheƌǁise theǇ ǁould Ŷot ďe alloǁed iŶto the Đlass. This plaǇed oŶ Caƌol͛s seŶse of 
time as her 100 mile journey could be wasted if she was late (CB198).  
 
Temporality 
Time is something Carol makes frequent reference to.  
 
- We hadŶ͛t doŶe aŶǇthiŶg aŶd I thought I Đould have left three hours earlier 
(CB46) – in reference to one lecture at the end of the day. 
 
- Wished I͛d staƌted out eaƌlieƌ ;CBϯϲͿ – in referring to her first day. 
 
- I might be five minutes late ... straight away Ǉou thiŶk ͚Oh ŵǇ God͛, I͛ǀe got 
to get there on time (CB198) – in reference to her first lecture of the day. 
 
- We͛ǀe ǁaited aƌouŶd foƌ aŶ houƌ ;CBϭϯϲͿ – when one lecture was 
cancelled. 
 
Foƌ Caƌol, ǁheŶ tiŵe is ǁasted she feels ͚fƌustƌated͛ ǁheŶ it Đould haǀe been used 
more productively. This sense of time was also significant when Carol started her nurse 
training. At that time she envisioned the years ahead of her before she qualified and 
felt it to be too long to wait ;CBϭϴϲͿ, ͞it seeŵed Ǉeaƌs aǁaǇ͟ ;CBϭϮͿ aŶd this iŶitiated 
her decision to drop out.  
 
When asked what it was like coming back to education she likened the impact to that 
of having children (CB66) -  ͞Ǉou thiŶk Ǉou kŶoǁ ǁhat you're doing and then actually 
Ǉou get a Đhild iŶ Ǉouƌ life aŶd oh ŵǇ God ... haǀeŶ't a Đlue͟ ;CBϲϴͿ. Foƌ Caƌol, the 
analogy was used to highlight the inability to prepare herself for the course prior to its 
inception. It demonstrates the contrast of two extremes of time; before and after 
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starting a course. However, she did feel that it was not quite as daunting as becoming 
a mother, as there was always an option to drop out. 
 
It͛s ďeeŶ ƌeallǇ good aĐtuallǇ ... lookiŶg ďaĐk ... aŶd ƌefleĐtiŶg ... aŶd thiŶking, oh 
Ǉeah, if I͛d haǀe kŶoǁŶ that I Đould͛ǀe used that. ;CBϯϴͿ 
 
For Carol, the course helps her to analyse her past dealings in her work role with 
families. She uses these dealings as a basis for her assignments and this is helping her 
to reflect on how she could have done things differently. Carol values education as she 
contemplates how her understanding and development will enable her in her practice 
in the future.  
 
Spatiality 
 
... just that whole panic because I didn't know where I was going. (CB26) 
 
For Carol, being in the right place as scheduled is important. The first day meant that 
she did not know where she was going. Carol was travelling over 100 miles to attend 
university and the travelling was a concern to her (CB120). Carol was limited as to 
where she could study her Community Family Support foundation degree. The choice 
was either 100 miles away or 250 miles away from where she lived.  
 
I don't mind it and it does give me a chance to sit and think about what 
we're going to do today and different things. (CB182) 
 
The journey is a three-hour round trip which, for Carol, was more of a concern than 
actually doing the course. As the weeks progressed Carol did not see the journey as a 
negative element as it gave her the opportunity to reflect on her studies as well as 
other aspects of her life. 
 
At home Carol does much of her studying on the sofa in the lounge. There is a study 
room, ďut as it is Ŷeǆt to heƌ daughteƌ͛s ƌooŵ she feels that she ĐaŶ studǇ ďetteƌ aǁaǇ 
from her family. She prefers it when her husband and daughter go upstairs and leave 
her to study on her own.  
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Project 
 
I think in that first six weeks, with me it was a lot of panicking of how ... 
whether what I was going to do was going to be good enough. (CB 241) 
 
There are occasions when contradictions are expressed by Carol. She states that ability 
was never a concern for her, but then questioned herself as to whether her work 
would be good enough when she actually started. Also, she mentions that she was 
more concerned with the travelling than the actual course, but not knowing what was 
expected of her brought feelings of panic. 
 
I got the results and I looked at the results, I was a bit like, well actually I 
can do it ... and I think part of wanting to leave was that I didn't feel like I 
was giving it enough time and I've probably still not giving it enough time, 
but I'm getting the results. (CB213) 
 
The grade from the first assignment was the confirmation that Carol needed that she 
could study at this level and this was a factor in her decision to continue. There was a 
sense of surprise as she felt she had not allowed enough time and although time was 
still a factor, it was not a hurdle in her ability to pass. 
 
Carol had contemplated withdrawing just once, ďut theŶ she said ͞I͛ŵ kiŶd of 
suƌpƌised I'ŵ still heƌe͟ ;CBϮϯϳͿ. Befoƌe Caƌol staƌted the Đouƌse she felt that those 
around her had tried to put her off as they envisioned the difficulty of study and work 
while being pregnant (CB54), but as she felt that she needed the qualification to back 
up heƌ ĐooƌdiŶatoƌ͛s ƌole her determination outweighed the advice of others. Her 
motivation to achieve was for the qualification, rather than what she was learning. 
Learning on the course would be something of a bonus - ͞at least ... I'll leaƌŶ soŵethiŶg 
as ǁell͟ ;CBϴͿ.  
 
Before starting the course Carol had a vision of needing to spend eight or nine hours a 
week studying at home; however, she found that in practice it was closer to three or 
four hours (CB106). She was due to have the baby over Easter and she envisioned 
having just four weeks off from her course and therefore was confident that she could 
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manage it. Things did not work out as planned for Carol. She did not return after Easter 
and was unable to complete her second semester. 
 
Discourse 
In describing the impact the course has Carol uses words which relate closely to being 
impatient – ͚Đould haǀe left thƌee houƌs eaƌlieƌ͛, ͚ǁaited aƌouŶd foƌ aŶ houƌ͛, ͚it 
seeŵed Ǉeaƌs ahead͛, ͚ǁished I͛d staƌted out eaƌlieƌ͛, ͚I ǁish I had ŵoƌe tiŵe͛. The 
eŵotioŶs she eǆpƌesses aƌe theŶ ǀeƌǇ ĐloselǇ ƌelated to feeliŶgs of ͞paŶiĐ͟ aŶd ďeiŶg 
͞flusteƌed͟. The course is seen more as a chore - ͞I ǁaŶt to do it, ďut it͛s the aĐtual 
doiŶg paƌt that͛s the diffiĐult thiŶg ;CBϱϬͿ. CoŶfideŶĐe is eitheƌ ͚stƌipped͛ oƌ ͚ƌeallǇ 
positiǀe͛. Theƌe is a detachment evident when she speaks about her relationship with 
her husband as she mentions the ͞oĐĐasioŶal digs͟ ;CBϮϮϭͿ she experiences by doing 
the course. She refers to her daughter on many occasions and this is a pull factor for 
her away from attending university. At oŶlǇ fouƌ Ǉeaƌs old she is askiŶg Caƌol ͞ǁhǇ aƌe 
Ǉou alǁaǇs ǁoƌkiŶg at the ǁeekeŶd?͟ ;CBϴϲͿ. This ŵakes Caƌol ƋuestioŶ ǁhetheƌ the 
course is worth the investment iŶ tiŵe.  Caƌol͛s foĐus is ǀeƌǇ ŵuĐh oŶ the pƌeseŶt, she 
speaks only briefly of the past and the future. She states that she appreciates the 
support from her fellow students and that she wants to be supportive towards them. 
However, she is not reliant upon it and apart from the guidance from her sister and 
support from her mother Carol does not indicate that she needs others in her life at 
this time to help her on her course. 
 
Summary 
There is ambiguity in the confidence Carol has in her ability. She sees being a student 
as a new start where there is little responsibility to shoulder. She was not looking for 
support from those in her class, but has come to appreciate it. Carol did not see her 
pregnancy as a hindrance, but it has brought health problems. Consequently she has 
not been well enough to study and time pressures led her to consider withdrawing 
after six weeks of the course.  
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Harriet 
 
Selfhood 
 
To be honest, nothing has really changed, I still feel the same ... I don't feel 
any different. I just don't think 'I'm a student now', and you know, I'm still 
me being a mom and working and paying all the bills, I'm still doing all the 
same things. It just seems normal; I don't label myself as a student. (HB18-
HB20) 
 
For Harriet, being a student has no impact on her sense of self as her identity is not 
determined by being a student. It is just an added dimension to her responsibilities 
(HB83). Study is something she fits in with everything else she does. Harriet is self-
reliant. Her studies have not forced her to seek solitude, they have just compounded 
it. 
 
I think I've got enough confidence to do what I need to do and achieve 
what I need to achieve, but self-esteem ... I haven't really got high self-
esteem, I'm kind of like middling, you know there's always things about 
yourself that you don't really like too much, like pushing out too much in 
the open that you kind of ... but I'm alright with that ... I wouldn't say that 
I'm lacking in confidence. (HB59) 
 
For Harriet, confidence and self-esteem are unrelated. She has confidence in her ability 
to study in higher education and yet self-esteem is not considered high. Self-esteem 
appears to relate to aspects of her identity which she is able to conceal, whereas 
confidence is very much about her ability to do what she needs to do to achieve. 
Although ďelieǀiŶg that she is disoƌgaŶised aŶd leaǀes ͞thiŶgs to the last ŵiŶute͟ she 
does not allow it to worry her (HB51). On deciding to do the course she did consider 
everything else she was doing in her life and debated whether she could cope (HB65), 
but she had contemplated coming back into education for several years. For Harriet, 
waiting for her daughter (the youngest of two children) to start high school and being 
less reliant on her was always going to be the time when she would consider doing a 
fouŶdatioŶ degƌee ;HBϭϬϭͿ. ͞Noǁ theǇ͛ƌe oldeƌ it͛s so ŵuĐh easieƌ͟ ;HB ϭϮϱͿ. The 
decision to do the course was also not made out of a sense of a need to do it, more 
about a sense of seeing how she would get on, trying it out and seeing where it would 
take her (HB22).  
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It's boosted my confidence in a sense that most of my comments from the 
lecturers are saying my writing skills is really, really good ... erm and 
obviously the way I write my English is really, really good ... and I think 
that's what boosts up my grades basically. So, I'm quite pleased. (HB151) 
 
“iŶĐe staƌtiŶg the Đouƌse Haƌƌiet͛s ĐoŶfideŶĐe iŶ heƌ aĐadeŵiĐ aďilitǇ has iŶĐƌeased aŶd 
this is sourced by the feedback regarding her written work. Higher grades are 
attainable through writing well and this in turn enhances her confidence toward her 
studies. This boost of confidence helps Harriet to manage her studies better as her 
confidence acts as a motivator (HB155). She enjoys being a student and feels that in 
classes her opinion is respected and therefore feels that she has a voice as a student 
within the university.  
 
Sociality 
 
I don't go out anyway ... I mean I go out rarely, I mean I went out this 
weekend, but ... I'm the type of person that likes to stay in the house 
anyway, I like being at home ... the only impact was my mom, I don't go 
and see her much anymore. She goes 'you never come round anymore' 
because where I've moved to I'm like just down the road from her now, 
even closer to her and I think I've been to her house about five times since 
I've moved down there (laughs), so it's not very good. (HB77) 
 
Harriet likes to spend time at home and although she has moved closer to her mother 
she is seeing less of her; one of the repercussions of starting her course. Her mother 
has noticed this change and Harriet is aware of this. There is no mention of seeing 
friends or whether she has friends. 
 
All the work that I was letting myself in for, not the people ͚Đos oďǀiouslǇ 
you can always ignore them if you don't like them so, it's not the people, it 
was the fact that - coming here and would I cope. (HB33) 
 
Harriet fouŶd the fiƌst daǇ ͞Ŷeƌǀe-ƌaĐkiŶg͟ ;HBϯϬͿ aŶd this ǁas iŶ ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ to ďeiŶg 
able to cope with the amount of work, but the thought of meeting fellow students was 
not a concern for her. Although Harriet gets on very well with others, how she would 
get on with her fellow students was not a concern for her. For Harriet, being a student 
is about independency, being un-reliant on others and not about making new friends. 
There appears no need to be liked as university is just one small aspect of her life. She 
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felt confident enough that she could isolate herself if need be and focus on what she 
was doing. Although not needing others she is open and flexible to adapt if 
circumstances are right. There is no indication from Harriet that she has support from 
anyone outside university. However, she also suggests that she is not in need of any 
such support. 
 
... the group's really, really nice, we really get on really well together ... 
everyone shares ideas and yeah, it's an enjoyable group and I do look 
forward to Mondays as well. (HB189) 
 
Being a student took on an unexpected dimension for Harriet. As the course developed 
there was a sense of surprise that she is enjoying the company and support of her 
fellow students. This has made the experience of doing the course a more enjoyable 
one for her to the point when she looks forward to being in class with them. 
 
Well, my kids, right (laughs), in our house right, my eldest is always in his 
room anyway, right and my youngest is always on, you know, on play-
station or watching the Sky up there, whatever, so everyone's always 
separated anyway, we barely are together. The only time we sit together is 
... when we're eating in the dining room or sometimes my daughter will 
aĐtuallǇ Đoŵe, if she͛s ǁatĐhiŶg the saŵe thiŶg as ŵe, she'll come and join 
me, other than that, no. I'm all alone downstairs sometimes thinking where 
is everybody? You know so, yeah ... we're all doing our own things. (HB87) 
 
The independence that Harriet has in her life is reflected in her relationships with her 
children. Although living in the same house there is a separate existence as they all do 
their own thing in separate parts of the house. Harriet is happy to share time with her 
children, but essentially it is an isolated existence. However, she does ensure that they 
assemble to share time together at meal times. Apart from this, Harriet is equally 
content to spend time on her own. 
 
Embodiment  
 
I'm really laid back about things. I don't stress over anything until I have to 
because I've always been like that ... everything in my life ... I've always 
said - there's no point worrying about something until you know it's going 
wrong. If you see it to be okay just get on with it and go along with what's 
going on, so no, I am kind of laid back. (HB73) 
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For Harriet, being a student is not stressful and study does not have a huge impact on 
her life which stems from her attitude toward life which is seeped in the confidence 
she has in herself. She does not allow herself to worry about things unless they are 
going wrong. However, Harriet was nervous on her first day as she contemplated the 
amount of work which she would have to do. Although the nervousness did not last for 
long it was still out of character for her. The feelings she experiences and the outlook 
she has on life derives from her philosophy - ͞doŶ͛t ǁoƌƌǇ aďout aŶǇthiŶg else oƌ ǁhat 
aŶǇďodǇ else is doiŶg, that͛s ǁhat I saǇ͟ ;HBϭϯϵͿ. 
 
Harriet had contemplated what it would be like being a student in class. She 
anticipated herself being bored in lectures as she saw herself passively being on the 
receiving end of a formal delivery, but she found that she enjoyed them. This has 
contributed to her liking the student experience (HB26).  
 
Temporality 
 
I've always wanted to do something and er, I wasn't sure what and I've 
always said I'd love to get a degree in something, but once again I didn't 
know what and this opportunity came up to do this course, so I thought to 
myself I'll have a stab at this and see how I go and er ... and hence why I'm 
here. (HB2) 
 
For Harriet, to study for a degree was an ambition even though she was unsure of the 
direction she wanted to take. The timing was important to her. She had waited for her 
children to be of an age when they were less reliant on her and this now coincided 
with the opportunity of a foundation degree in Education and ICT (HB101). The 
duration of the course was not a major consideration, it was more a case of trying it 
out to assess her ability to achieve at this level and then she could contemplate 
progressing (HB22). For Harriet, there is a fluidity regarding how she sees the future.  
 
... because obviously I've got a busy outside life, got loads of things that I'm 
doing as well and I've also taken up ...  a maths course as well which I'm 
doing ... and then I'm also doing an engineering course ... and this at the 
same time so, I'm a bit busy at the moment. (HB4) 
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Harriet has very little spare time for herself and although working full-time she is 
committed to other courses as well as the foundation degree. For Harriet, having so 
many things going on in her life culminates in her focusing just on the present. She 
speaks very briefly about her past and although she has a goal of teaching in the 
future, it is something that she will deal with when it arrives.  
 
Spatiality 
 
I've got to do it and then one Sunday that's it - I'm going to go to the spare 
room and I shut the door and just sat in there and I just read it all through 
... I got it typed up and that was done, yeah ... so that's where I go when 
I've got to work upstairs - in the spare room ... (HB45) 
 
Harriet has recently moved house which she rents. Although she has a lot of 
commitments she says she does not go out much and she is happy staying in. She and 
her children are very self-sufficient as they occupy their own rooms which separate 
them as a family, except for the dining room where they gather for the main meal. For 
Harriet, her study room is very special to her. She shuts the door and it brings an 
isolation which enables her to concentrate on what she has to do (HB45).  
 
It͛s Ƌuiet up theƌe. It's still got a ďit of juŶk iŶ ďeĐause oďǀiouslǇ ǁe'ǀe 
recently moved ... but it's quiet there and the kids can, like do whatever 
they're doing and it's peaceful up there and it's nice ... nice bright room as 
well, it's nice to work in. (HB47) 
 
There is a peacefulness that Harriet enjoys in her own room even though it is untidy 
and still stores the remnants of her house moving. It is quiet in this room for her to 
study. She has added a bean bag and she is happy to spend time there (HB161). She 
mentions little about going out as she is quite content with her own company in her 
own house.  
 
Project 
 
When I initially started the course I did say to myself right, I definitely want 
to go into teaching and then I thought about it and I'm not sure now I do 
want to ... I don't know whether I want to do something a bit different with 
it, but I will obviously persevere, but it leaves the choice open for me when 
I'm done. (HB173) 
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The course for Harriet has meant that new options have opened up to her as regards 
what she can do in the future. Originally the thought of going into teaching was her 
main goal, but now there is more flexibility with her future projects. Originally, she saw 
the course as having a dual purpose. It was an opportunity to progress in her career 
and this would subsequently earn her more money so that she could buy the house 
she is renting (HB91). Progression and the comfort which she finds in her new house 
appear to have been the motivating factors in deciding to do the course.  
 
... if I͛ǀe got to do it, I͛ll do it! I͛ŵ oŶe of those that if I͛ǀe got to do 
soŵethiŶg I͛ll do it. ;HBϯϱͿ 
 
There are no doubts for Harriet as to her commitment as the decision to do the course 
is a reflection of her intention. Once she has decided to do a project she sticks to it. 
 
If I fail my first year, that may make me want to leave because, erm, if they 
said to me I've just passed, that will be okay, but then I'll have to make sure 
that I work harder next year to make sure I pass better ... if I was to fail my 
first year that will make me leave, definitely. (HB119) 
 
The determination that Harriet possesses eradicates any thought of not having the 
ability or any notions of withdrawing. There is no consideration given to leaving based 
on one factor such as one piece of work. Harriet appraises the situation holistically and 
will not make any decision until she has completed the first year. It will be her overall 
performance which would enable her to assess her own ability in relation to achieving 
on the course. 
 
I don't like to give up. I'm one of these people that I would have been 
gutted and really disappointed if I'd have failed. (HB167) 
 
Harriet is really enjoying learning again and believes she is copying with it well (HB12). 
The determination she has would not have minimised disappointment if she had not 
passed an assignment. However, the belief in her ability would have helped her absorb 
it and move on. The enjoyment she has of the course comes with a sense of surprise, 
espeĐiallǇ as iŶ the past she had ͞hated ƌeadiŶg͟ ;HBϯϬͿ ǁhiĐh she saǁ as a hiŶdƌaŶce 
to her educational progression.  However, she is overcoming this dislike to the point 
where she is now enjoying the reading she has to do (HB30). She has received good 
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grades and her confidence in her ability is growing based on the belief that she can do 
it. She resists negative thoughts and there is spontaneity in her attitude toward life - ͞if 
Ǉou ǁaŶt soŵethiŶg, Ǉou haǀe to go foƌ it͟ ;HBϭϯϭͿ. Foƌ Haƌƌiet, heƌ ĐuƌƌeŶt Đouƌse is 
just one project amongst others. Although time consuming it is not intrusive on her 
life. It gives her a new dimension, but she does not allow it to dominate other aspects 
of her life. 
 
Discourse 
There is a strong sense that Harriet enjoys what she does in her life. She is very 
comfortable with herself and being in her own company. Through her language she 
reveals an independence; one where she does not expect much from others and 
therefore is not reliant on them for her happiness and progression. She talks about 
obstacles such as problems with her computer, moving house, and juggling 
responsibilities, but there is a sense that she just deals with each one in the present. 
The essence to her identity is that if she has got to do something, she will do it. There 
are no indications that she allows doubt to take over.  
 
Summary 
The commitment Harriet has in her decisions and the positive outlook she exuberates 
communicates an enthusiasm and joy in what she does in her life. She does not see 
herself essentially as a student as this is just one aspect of a very busy life. Her children 
are now of an age which enables her return to higher education. Although getting on 
well with members of her group she is un-ƌeliaŶt oŶ otheƌs͛ suppoƌt. “he ǁoƌks 
independently and is happy with her own solitude without feeling isolated. She did feel 
nervous on her first day about doing the course, but any anxiety she had was about 
managing it along with her many other interests and responsibilities. 
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Jay 
 
Selfhood 
 
If I make the decision I need to do it, I'm like that in my life and that's why 
once I'd done it ... I didn't really think about it very much. I just thought 'no, 
that's what I want to do and just did it without thinking really and that 
might have been partly why it was a bit of a shock ... because I hadn't really 
done any real ground-work on it. (JB81) 
 
Jay made the decision to do the foundation degree two weeks prior to the start. It was 
a decision that she made quickly and one based on her desire to be a teacher – 
something she feels she is already doing as a teaching assistant but not being 
recognised for (JB75). For Jay, there appears a strong sense of agency as she feels that 
she makes decisions once the thought is in her mind without thinking through the 
ĐoŶseƋueŶĐes ;JBϭϳϬͿ. JaǇ did haǀe a ͞little paŶiĐ͟ aďout ŵakiŶg the deĐisioŶ, but 
accepted the consequences as she had put herself in a position where she felt she 
could not back out (JB85). This was also in light of the vow she made to herself that she 
would never study again because of the workload (JB87). Since making the decision, 
the course has enabled her to feel proud of what she is achieving as her confidence 
has ďeeŶ giǀeŶ ͞Ƌuite a ďoost͟ ;JBϴϳͿ.  
 
I feel like a Đhild, I doŶ͛t feel like aŶ adult ... ǁe͛ƌe tƌeated as ŵaǇďe the 
sixteen-year-olds in the previous lecture were tƌeated aŶd it͛s haƌd. ;JBϴϵͿ 
 
 
Since starting her course Jay has experienced one tutor who she considered as very 
strict and unapproachable. In this instance she does not feel her adult status is taken 
into consideration and that the tutor cannot differentiate between a sixteen-year-old 
aŶd aŶ adult ;JBϴϵͿ. Foƌ this ƌeasoŶ she ǁould Ŷot ĐoŶsideƌ ĐhalleŶgiŶg heƌ as ͞this 
paƌtiĐulaƌ peƌsoŶ ǁouldŶ͛t thiŶk tǁiĐe aďout kŶoĐkiŶg Ǉou doǁŶ iŶ fƌoŶt of eǀeƌǇďodǇ 
else͟ ;JBϵϳͿ. Theƌefoƌe, JaǇ aĐĐepts a suďoƌdiŶate ƌole. CoŶseƋueŶtlǇ, this eǆpeƌience 
has led her to believe that she has no voice as a student because the power is firmly 
with the tutor. Jay sees herself as a passive person and yet reluctantly accepts this 
power dynamic even as an adult. Even when she had already achieved credits for one 
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module, she was told that she still had to attend classes; this she obeyed without 
question (JB192). 
  
I used to be a person, like I say, that left everything to the last minute, I've 
been much better since I started and I think that's been really good ͚Đos 
I've seen other people that were like me, so I don't really want to be like 
that ever again, you know. Erm ... the motivation yes is from the other 
students. (JB150) 
 
Jay reflects on her approach to study and how she has changed since starting the 
course. She sees her previous behaviour of leaving things to the last minute in others 
and it is something she does not want to return to. The incentive to change is 
determined by her relationships with her fellow students. 
 
... the lecturer that was the bit of the problem last time, I just think I'm 
getting used to her to be honest which really isn't a great thing, but 
sometimes you have to. (JB214) 
 
Being a student and accepting the power dynamic of a lecturer is disappointing for Jay. 
It has meant compromising her adult status in order to get through this relatively short 
tiŵe peƌiod. Although she feels this is Ŷot ͚a gƌeat thiŶg͛, for Jay, being a student 
means compensating her self image by adopting a practical and strategic approach. For 
Jay, this is only one small aspect of being a student and so uncomfortable emotional 
feelings can be sustained for a while. 
 
Sociality 
 
I tend to leave things to the last minute. This is much better for me, that I 
was ... I left everything to that last couple of weeks and I was up 'till three 
in the morning ... yeah ... erm ... but with this one ... I've got a friend whom 
I'm doing it with who's the complete opposite from me. So she's been 
really good for me and really good influence so I seem to have really taken 
that on board and I'm actually so much more prepared than I would ever 
be. So it's hard to compare really because I think I've changed. But I think 
it's, obviously for the better and I think it's through the lecturers, the type 
of course it is and also because of the person I'm doing it with really. (JB45) 
 
Even after six weeks Jay recognises changes in herself and these have been due to the 
influence of others. By having to work in partnership with someone else it has forced 
her to adopt a different approach to studying which she now sees as being more 
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productive. Through reflection, Jay sees the value of the relationships she has with 
those associated with the course.  
 
My friend who I work with who I know, she tells me all the time that I'm 
great at talking at seminars and the presentations and... that I'm really 
organised, she's quite positive about me which is quite nice ... but I would 
not have a clue what anybody else thinks about me. (JB206) 
 
Jay has made many friends with students in her class and her confidence is particularly 
boosted by one fellow student whom she also works with at her school. She enjoys the 
positive feedback and compliments she receives which then feeds into her confidence. 
At the same time she is uncertain as to how others in her class may view her. 
 
I'd have a bit more empathy I think. Well, a lot more empathy, but we're all 
different as people aren't we, so that's hard in itself ... maybe a bit more 
guidance. (JB126) 
 
Although being a student brings satisfaction in many different ways, she identifies that 
she would have liked all her tutors to be empathetic in their approach. At the same 
time she rationalises how difficult this can be and that people are different. At the 
start of her course Jay felt she needed more guidance with her study in relation to 
what was expected of her and she was disappointed that this was not given (JB27).  
 
I have (made sacrifices), but nothing really that people would find visible if 
you can understand what I mean. It's probably a little bit less time spent on 
Facebook and the internet rather than 'we can't do that because I've got to 
do college work' ...  So probably, if you ask my family members, they would 
probably think that it just happens ... if you know what I mean. (JB57) 
 
Outside of university, relationships with her family have not changed and Jay feels that 
any changes or sacrifices she has made while on the course have probably gone 
unnoticed. Main sacrifices have come from her own personal time and so the 
commitment she gives to the course is not recognised at home. 
 
Embodiment 
 
The induction was in a big lecture theatre and erm, it was quite a lot of 
information to take on, but it wasn't scary at all. I didn't ... I felt as though it 
was quite a good feeling and I thought I'm back into it. Erm, this will be 
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okay and, you know, I think that day was fine when we had that induction, 
but then in the first session, perhaps the first one, two, three sessions 
where the assignments were flying out and the dead-lines and that was 
when it became a bit, a bit real. (JB24) 
 
For Jay, the induction was not something she got nervous about; however, she had just 
completed a Higher Level Teaching Assistant (HTLA) course at level 4 and so was aware 
of what to expect on a foundation degree. Although she found there was a lot of 
information delivered in that session, it did, however, give her the feeling that she was 
back into it and ready to take on the role of a student. It was in her first week of 
classes where she felt there was a reality check as assignments were being issued as if 
theǇ ǁeƌe ͚flǇiŶg out͛. JaǇ felt Ƌuite oǀeƌǁhelŵed ďǇ this. 
 
I got a B+ overall in ͚Development͛ which I was dead chuffed with. (JB172) 
 
Jay felt really boosted by receiving a high grade on one of her earlier modules. Prior to 
this she had received a ͚C-͚ and a ͚C͛ grade which she felt okay with. However, it was 
the higher grade which gave her confidence and motivation. 
 
I haǀeŶ͛t got the eŶeƌgǇ if I͛ŵ peƌfeĐtlǇ hoŶest. It͛s Ŷot so ŵuĐh the tiŵe at 
Ŷight, it͛s the eŶeƌgǇ. ;JBϭϴͿ 
 
Having the energy to study during the week is something Jay finds difficult and she is 
tired after working all day (JB16). It is not helped by the fact that she runs two after-
school clubs. She does acknowledge that there is time during the evenings to devote to 
study, but her tiredness erodes any inclination she may have. This means that most of 
her study takes place during the weekend. She feels that she is especially tired when 
nearing deadlines for submissions.  
 
So you do feel a little bit guilty leaving your workplace really, erm ... you've 
got to make sure that when you go you're not leaving any loose ties, so I 
think that's one thing that's been hard. (JB180) 
 
Jay has to contend with feelings of guilt while she does the course. When she attends 
university she leaves work at midday and she finds it difficult leaving work colleagues 
to carry on in her absence.   
 
192 
 
... and there's only two of us who haven't and they're finding the three 
really hard, they've got assignment here, there and everywhere. I feel quite 
guilty really if I'm honest, when I'm sitting there and they're panicking. 
(JB204) 
 
Having already completed one of the modules prior to starting her foundation degree 
it has meant that she does not have to complete the assessments. This brings on 
feelings of guilt towards those whom she studies with. She feels uncomfortable when 
she sees them panicking about the module assessment when she does not have to do 
it herself.  
 
Temporality 
 
I'm wondering when I'm ever, ever going to use this, ever in my work - I 
have to admit. I've been through all the NVQ 3, although it wasn't at such a 
higher level, ... and I chat to teachers and they say ... we can't remember 
that and how would you ever worry about what Piaget said or ... you know 
... I understand why we've got to do it, but sometimes you think ... ooh, do 
we really need to be doing this? (JB20) 
 
For Jay, the course is about rationalising the practicality of what she is learning. At 
present, after six weeks, she is not convinced of the value of what she is learning in 
relation to her work. She shares the concepts with other teachers and the immediacy 
of the situation confirms to her that it is unlikely that what she is covering will be 
useful to her in the future. She has not needed them in the past and she is doubtful 
whether she will ever need them in the future. At the same time she understands the 
reasons for their inclusion. 
 
I'm a much different person from last time aren't I? But it's funny really 
when you come because this time last week I hadn't done my presentation 
so I might have been a little bit more ... only a little bit, but of course I'd 
done it the weekend so we've just got to hand it in today and do it next 
week. It just depends doesn't it on the timing really ... (JB214) 
 
For Jay, the responses she gives during the interviews are very much determined by 
which week in the semester she is in and how much she either has to submit or has 
accomplished. Jay believes that her emotional responses are determined by how much 
work she has to do at that given time. The week of her second interview she had 
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completed most of her work and therefore felt much more positive than she would 
have done had the interview been held during the previous week. 
 
It's interesting actually ͚cos at the time it's really bad, but then once it's 
happened, you don't forget it but almost it goes ... erm ... It made me 
realise there is time to do other things, you know, you can do it if you try 
although obviously lots of it was done in ridiculous hours of the morning 
and stuff. Erm ... but yeah, no, I feel quite good about myself especially 
getting to the end of the module and getting the credits and ... yeah, so 
that was good. (JB142) 
 
The start of the course was difficult for Jay, but she was willing to go through 
momentary discomfort. In her first semester she felt that by week Eight the semester 
was almost over and that she had nearly completed half the year (JB104). At the same 
time she realises that the feelings she had associated with starting the course were 
now being eroded. She does not look too far ahead into the future and focuses very 
much on the present. Any changes she makes in how she studies renews her identity 
and the person she saw herself as in comparison is very much part of her past. When 
Jay completes a module there is a sense of accomplishment which brings positive 
emotions. 
 
Spatiality 
 
I don't, not really, although there is a room where I could, it's just getting 
round to sorting it, but I have been into college, I came into college last 
semester for a Sunday and that was great, to be fair. I just wish it was 
easier with the parking and things like that. Erm ... of course living seven 
miles obviously it's not easy, but it really did make a difference just getting 
those books off the shelves and just sitting and just putting them back, you 
know, you haven't got to think about taking them home, lugging them 
home and it was quiet and it was just a really nice atmosphere to work in. 
(JB160) 
 
Living seven miles away from the university is not easy, distance wise, for Jay. 
However, she has on occasions come into use the library within the university on a 
Sunday which she found to be a quiet and congenial atmosphere to work in. At home 
there is a study room, but it is not one which is ready for use, so her study areas range 
from the dining room table to spreading out on the bed. 
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I can't go shopping ... (laughs) .... I've just had to have less time where I 
dawdle about and don't do much ... I'm not going to the gym now which I 
was doing - can't fit that in... I think if I do do it, I could've been doing this 
even if I don't do that. Do you know what I mean? It's really weird really, 
but ... so yeah, it's affected it in that respect but not really. (JB55) 
 
Although theƌe aƌe eleŵeŶts of iŶdeĐisiǀeŶess iŶ JaǇ͛s eǆplaŶatioŶs she is Đleaƌ that 
she no longer goes to places such as the gym where she went before starting the 
course. Again, she tries to rationalise how she could still go shopping and to the gym, 
but the essence of what she says is lost through her contradictions.  
 
Project 
 
But I found that that was leaving us a little bit in the dark, I felt. There was 
almost a bit of secrecy about what it should look like and that they were 
doiŶg us a ͚huge͛ faǀouƌ ǁheŶ they did give us papers to look at, but it was 
literally 'I'm having them all back - you've got five/ten minutes to look at it'. 
Well, that's hard to take in really in that time, but we got there in the end 
... (JB27-JB29) 
 
Part of achieving in higher education is about being able to write well, for which Jay 
feels confident about. Not having had this ability would have made the course very 
difficult for her (JB12) and Jay feels that the 40 credits that she did prior to the course 
have really been invaluable. She does feel, however, that her study was made to be 
more difficult than it needed to be by the lack of guidance at the beginning regarding 
the assignments. It was a time when Jay felt that she needed more enlightenment as 
to what was expected of her. When her group were given past studeŶts͛ scripts to look 
at after constant requests, it was done, but reluctantly iŶ JaǇ͛s opiŶioŶ. At the same 
time, Jay rationalises that there is an element of autonomy expected in students which 
she believes is part of university life (JB29). 
 
If I find that my grades are going lower rather than going up, that will be a 
big thing for me, I would find that hard, I think it would be a real knock of 
confidence, erm, and it's wrong and I know it's wrong because really you 
should think 'oh well I'll do better next tiŵe͛, but I think if anything, that 
probably would be the only thing.  ...  But I think really, apart from anything 
else, it's just my grades. (JB104) 
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Although Jay believes in her ability to achieve in higher education, there is a need for 
her to see progression in what she does and this is closely associated with her level of 
confidence in her ability. Confidence is important and if her grades deteriorate it 
would make her question whether the course was right for her. Simultaneously, she 
feels that she should not think like that because it is not the right attitude to have. 
However, her grades are the only factor that would make her contemplate 
withdrawing. 
 
... since I've started it I'm not a 100% sure that's what I want to do. It could 
lead to something else, but until I've really got these two years out of the 
way I can then start thinking about whether there's something else I want 
to do within education, but maybe not a classroom teacher ... specialist in 
something or ... I'm not quite sure that a primary teacher is actually what I 
want to be and it's quite interesting because that's really what I wanted to 
do, but since I've started ... it's not just one door it opens ... (JB65) 
 
At the beginning of the course Jay had a clear vision of what she wanted to do in her 
career. However, even within a few weeks she now considers other options and is 
iŶteƌested iŶ ďeĐoŵiŶg a ͚speeĐh theƌapist͛ (JB164). For Jay, being a student opens up 
opportunities for her future and there is a feeling of excitement about the prospect 
which has at its foundation the assumption that she has the ability (JB210). She 
indicates that she will go on to do a full degree and this is accompanied by an 
expectation that she will complete her foundation degree. 
 
Discourse 
In describing her experiences Jay tends to refer back to the impact of one particular 
tutor on many occasions. At the same time there are always elements of empathy as 
she ƌatioŶalises eaĐh situatioŶ fƌoŵ soŵeoŶe else͛s peƌspeĐtiǀe. “he shoǁs that she is 
analysing situations more from a practical point of view, rather than an emotional one. 
There is concern shown about how others may see her and it is important to Jay that 
she feels at ease with them. She mentions very little about her home life and her role 
as a mother and a wife. These appear separate and unrelated in her discourse to that 
of being a student. 
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Summary 
JaǇ͛s deĐisioŶ to eŶƌol oŶ heƌ Đouƌse ǁas ǀeƌǇ ŵuĐh doŶe oŶ the spuƌ of the ŵoŵeŶt. 
Since starting, she has adopted a very passive student role with one of her tutors. She 
does not want to be confrontational and therefore adopts a strategy to manage this 
short period of her course. Jay feels she has changed in many ways and feels now that 
she works differently compared to when she started. She is better organised, whereas 
previously she had often left things to the last moment. At the start of her course she 
felt that she needed more guidance with the assessments and found that this was a 
difficult time with the amount of work issued to her. However, her grades have got 
better over time and this has impacted on her level of confidence. If grades had not 
improved it would have given her cause to consider leaving. Presently, being a student 
adds to her responsibilities and it has meant less time for herself. Although enjoying 
the course she is not convinced that what she is learning is helping her in the job she 
does as a teaching assistant. 
 
 
Mohan 
 
Selfhood 
 
Yes, purely for my own development, nothing for the money or anything, 
you know, just for the development. I just ... I didn't think I had that in me 
like, that I could do that sort of thing, but it's just one of those things, so it 
was why don't I just try it, I see other people getting on the course, mind 
you they didn't have as much knowledge as I have, so I thought I should 
give it a go. (MB8) 
 
Mohan chose to do his foundation degree, not because he felt he needed the 
qualification, but purely from an intrinsic need. For Mohan, it is about giving him more 
freedom in the future if he does decide to develop his career. His confidence fluctuates 
between being very content with who he is and his life, to not believing that he can 
achieve in higher education (MB86). At the same time he believes he has an advantage 
over other students which is based on the range and depth of his work experience.  
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I had to move on ... even if I stay in the same position I still want to learn 
ŵoƌe. If I do ǁaŶt to ĐhaŶge I͛ŵ aďle to. ;MBϭϳϱͿ 
 
For Mohan, being a student is a sign that he is developing even though his decision to 
return to education was more of an experimental one. He enrolled believing that he 
ǁould Ŷot ͞last loŶg͟ oŶ the Đouƌse ;MBϭϴͿ. Whetheƌ he pƌogƌesses iŶ his Đaƌeeƌ oƌ 
not is not important to him at this moment, but he likes having the option to change if 
he so desires in the future. For Mohan, the course is an investment to enable him 
greater agency in the future. At home, by attending university and studying he believes 
he is seeŶ as a ͞ƌole ŵodel͟ by the rest of his family (MB70). 
 
It was important to me because, if there wasn't a prayer time, a set time, 
you know you have to do like at a certain time because you have to be here 
for about five to six hours, there's always one of the prayer times which 
falls in with the time at college. If I wasn't able to do that then I wouldn't 
have bothered ... (MB98) 
 
For Mohan, his faith is central to his life and the fact that the university had a prayer 
room was a determining factor for him in deciding which institution to attend. The 
planned times of his prayers are not something he is willing to compromise and this is 
more important than the course itself. However, he is aware that sacrifices have to be 
made in life in order to achieve anything (MB106), although he did not speak of the 
sacrifices he was actually making. 
 
Sociality 
 
I think it's just the atmosphere and the people, you meet new people and 
... new ideas basically ... from all walks of life. (MB60) 
 
In the university Mohan likes the classroom environment and has enjoyed the 
company of those in his class. The association he has with others are positive aspects 
of being a student. He gains a lot from the experiences others share and has found that 
he likes the diversity of the group.  For Mohan, the problem of having less time with 
his family is shared by other members of the group and this helps him to feel less 
isolated (MB195). Study for Mohan means time away from his family, but he feels that 
he has to get on with it (MB179). He states that he has confidence in his own social 
skills, but does have a feeling of inferiority when it comes to study in comparison to 
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others. He believes that things that take him about six hours to do, would only take 
between two and three hours for others (MB121). 
 
Embodiment 
 
The pƌoďleŵ is, I go to ǁoƌk aŶd I Đoŵe ďaĐk aŶd I͛ŵ so tiƌed, it's ǀeƌǇ 
difficult to actually ... er, study and if you want to do the reading, you start 
reading and then your eyes close so I tend to get up in the morning now, 
about two or three hours early to do my reading because I can't do it at 
night. I mean, you come back from work at four o'clock and then you sit 
down and relax, you're in that mode, then you go to sleep ... and you pick 
up a book, do some reading ... and then it's not possible ... eyes keep 
shutting and you can't understand anything. (MB183) 
 
The physical impact the course has on Mohan is that he does feel more tired when it 
comes to studying at home. He found reading in the evenings after he had been to 
work was affecting him. He has combated this by changing his routine and the time he 
does his study. For Mohan, studying when he is tired affects his learning. 
 
I wasn't nervous, in the sense that I didn't know what to expect ... Mind 
you I was still confused until a couple of weeks, I was just confused, what 
came from what and ... very confusing. (MB14) 
 
With no expectations on himself and the belief that he was not going to last more than 
two weeks on the course took pressure off him. Therefore, he did not feel nervous on 
his first day as he did not know what to be nervous about. Having no terms of 
reference about what was expected and the fact that he was just trying the course out 
helped Mohan. However, he did feel it took him a long time to settle on the course and 
even into his fifth week he was finding everything confusing (MB158). 
 
I mean some of the tutors went through similar experiences, I think one of 
them mentioned she used to get up four o'clock in the morning, you know, 
to do the work from four to eight to accommodate her learning style, I 
mean that sums it up really, you just have to make sacrifices if you want to 
get somewhere. God helps those who help themselves. (MB106) 
 
Mohan finds it comforting that a tutor shares her experiences of how she scheduled 
her time when she studied. He believes that to achieve anything in life requires making 
sacrifices but that it is in accordance with his faith. It took Mohan a few weeks to get 
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into a pattern to accommodate the changes he was making. He eventually found that 
writing a schedule helped him organise himself better as he could schedule in study 
times (MB154).  
 
Temporality 
Mohan speaks very little about his past. He is aware that he missed out on many early 
years of education before his parents brought him to this country although he does 
not indicate that he felt disadvantaged by this. His past has lowered his own 
expectations and in this way he values the development he sees in himself. He states 
that he always wanted to be a teacher (MB10), but this is a fluid ambition and not one 
that drives him in the present. He wants to see development in himself which is more 
important than actually achieving the qualification. However, he would not do the 
course if there was no qualification to obtain (MB211). He accepts that his 
development requires him to make sacrifices in the present and therefore being a 
student for Mohan is an investment for the future. 
 
Project 
 
I wasn't expecting that I'll be able to handle everything, you know, listening 
to lectures and do the essays ... I'm terrified of writing anything down ... 
(MB20) 
 
I think I was confident already, it just broadened my horizons, basically I 
look at er, my role as a teaching assistant differently now than when I did 
before I came. (MB66) 
 
I thought I'd probably last a couple of weeks and then ... I probably won't 
last long. (MB18) 
 
For Mohan, there is a complexity as to his confidence. He states that he was confident 
in his ability at the start of his course. However, this confidence was not extended to 
his academic ability. The concerns regarding his writing were central to his belief that 
he would not last long on the course; that he would opt out. In this way he does not 
put pressure on himself and this has given him the freedom to continue. Even into his 
seventh week he still doubts whether he will continue and yet what he has learnt so 
far is making him think differently in his job as a teaching assistant. Having accessed 
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the support mechanisms within the university at a very early stage has helped him 
with his study and developed his belief that he can achieve at this level (MB28). 
 
Discourse 
Mohan did not elaborate much; he spoke in very short sentences. For example, when 
asked what it was like to be a student, he just said ͞ďƌilliaŶt͟ ;MBϱϲͿ aŶd did Ŷot ƌeǀeal 
much more than that. He uses terms which are expressive, yet could not fully explain 
at times. For example, when asked in what ways the course has helped him with his 
job he replied - ͞laŶguage deǀelopŵeŶt, soĐiallǇ aŶd soƌt of ĐogŶitiǀe͟ ;MBϱϬͿ. WheŶ 
challenged on what he meant by this his reply was very disjointed.  He talks little about 
himself as a family man, nor about any of his relationships with fellow students, 
although he does indicate an appreciation of them from a supportive aspect. In 
describing his experience Mohan refers on a number of occasions to his faith and how 
this is central to everything else he does in his life. For him, personal development is at 
the core of what he does and his discourse is centred on this. If Mohan does not see 
pƌogƌess he sees hiŵself as ďeiŶg ͚stagŶaŶt͛ ;MBϭϳϱͿ. EǀeŶ if pƌogƌess is oŶlǇ ŵiŶoƌ it 
is acceptable. 
 
Summary 
The confidence Mohan has in his ability is difficult to categorise as he offers so many 
contradictions. He is content with his life and the progress he has demonstrated to 
himself throughout his life, but the course is not something he feels fully sure of. The 
absence of expectations in himself extinguishes any anxieties he may have about the 
course because he can walk away from it at any moment without any associated 
negative feeling which may accompany that decision. He speaks little about the past 
and his future will take care of itself. The focus Mohan has is on the present. He does 
not go into detail about the sacrifices he makes. He enjoys being a student and he likes 
the students he does the course with. 
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Tanya 
 
Selfhood 
 
I wish I'd gone into the area of learning I've gone into now because I just 
ended up working in an office, but it wasn't what I wanted to do, it was just 
the way of things. My mom wanted me to get a job and that's the job I got. 
That's the way it went. (TB32) 
 
For Tanya, there is a sense of regret that she did not have the same enthusiasm for 
learning when she was younger. She feels that when she left school her destiny was 
already determined for her by what was expected at that time and there was little 
agency as to her career.  
 
Yeah, definitely and I suppose what makes it worst for me in a way because 
I'm a kinaesthetic learner and I have done the little test for that. I do, I'm 
much better at ... if someone shows me how to do it, I can pick it up a 
treat, but to sit there and read it, I find it really difficult. (TB103) 
 
Since Tanya has been on the course she has categorised herself as a kinaesthetic 
learner. By identifying her own learning needs it helps her to establish a style that suits 
her. She has identified that relying on an auditory system when she reads is not 
productive. 
 
Making the decision to study on the foundation degree was right for Tanya and at the 
core is her belief that she is more than a teaching assistant. She has confidence that 
she is capable of achieving more (TB68). She feels committed and determined to 
complete the course (TB39) although she feels old at the age of fifty (TB159). 
 
Within the classroom she believes that as a student there should be respect toward a 
tutor and she would have to feel very strongly about something before making any 
sort of challenge (TB205). She does, however, believe that she has a voice within the 
university and this is evidenced by her volunteering to be the student representative 
for her group (TB107). 
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Sociality 
 
I love it, I love coming here on a Wednesday. Yeah and I've made so many 
friends. I think that's a big part of it as well because it's quite social as well 
... a bit of fun, you know, we get our heads down and have a look at ... we 
kind of ... we've been texting each other over the last couple of weeks - like 
where can I find this and how do I go about doing this? It's support as well 
because you get great support from the people in your group because 
they're all willing.  (TB33) 
 
As the first few weeks progressed, a network developed within the group and this is a 
big part of being a student for Tanya. Her gregarious nature helped her to make friends 
easily and the social element that was created within her group became an integral 
part of the course. How Tanya feels amongst the group is central to her enjoying the 
Đouƌse. “he likeŶs theŵ to a ͞little faŵilǇ͟ ;TBϭϳϬͿ ǁheƌe eǀeƌǇoŶe suppoƌts eaĐh 
other. She recalls what her tutor told the group at induction about speaking up in front 
of others and that whatever she asks she can guarantee about ten others will be 
thinking the same thing (TB59). For Tanya, this helped her to feel less intimidated in 
speaking up in class and to voice her concerns. 
 
I still see them, I mean most of them are at work anyway, but I still see 
them. I probably don't ring people up as much as I did because I don't seem 
to find the time to do that either, but at the end of it I know it's worth it 
and as long as I still keep that contact, as long as I don't just let it go then 
that's fine, but that's something I've got to be aware of as well, that I don't 
just ... not pick up the phone because you hear that don't you? So-and-so 
never rings me anymore and I don't want to do that. (TB79) 
 
Away from the course, Tanya has less contact with her friends and she is very aware of 
how this change in behaviour since starting the course may be viewed. She puts this 
into the context of the value of her learning and sees the sacrifices she is making as a 
worthwhile investment as long as it does not harm the friendships she has. At work, 
Tanya receives the support from her head teacher and appreciates that she goes out of 
her way to help her. This is something Tanya does not take for granted as she sees an 
absence of support for many in her group (TB93). At the same time she feels in 
competition with one work colleague who is on a different foundation degree and this 
has iŶĐƌeased TaŶǇa͛s deteƌŵiŶatioŶ to Đomplete – ͞I͛ŵ Ŷot goiŶg to fail because if I 
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dƌop out aŶd she goes oŶ she͛ll ďe aďle to saǇ, ͚Oh she dƌopped out the Đouƌse͛ aŶd I 
ǁasŶ͛t goiŶg to let that happeŶ͟ ;TBϭϰϲͿ. 
 
I think I feel a bit more confident, but I think it's because as well I've had 
people who have helped me realise I can do it ͚cos there are times, and we 
all do it, we all say I just can't do this, you know, but I've never ever felt like 
giving up, never felt like giving up or walking away from the course and 
saying I don't want to do it. (TB91) 
 
For Tanya, the support that she has received has given her more confidence in herself 
even in moments where her self-esteem has been low. At home she receives support 
fƌoŵ heƌ husďaŶd ǁho is ͞ďƌilliaŶt͟ aŶd puts up ǁith heƌ ǁheŶ she shoǁs signs of 
being in a mood (TB77). TaŶǇa ďelieǀes that she is ͞luĐkǇ͟ to ďe suƌƌouŶded ďǇ so 
much support and it is this that has led her to the belief that she would not consider 
withdrawing (TB93). There is a determination to complete the course for Tanya, but 
there were fleeting doubts on her first day.  
 
Oh ŵǇ God, I doŶ͛t thiŶk I ǁaŶt this. ;TBϯϳͿ 
 
Tanya is appreciative of the pre-course she did leading up to the foundation degree as 
it gave her the needed confidence to progress. Even so, she found the first day to be 
͚sĐaƌǇ͛, but was helped by the fact that she knew some of the students from her pre-
course. When she was put into a different group to them it was the only time that she 
questioned what she was doing (TB37). For Tanya, there was a feeling of withdrawing 
at that moment, but it was only momentary. The rest of the induction helped her to 
settle and she soon made friends with her new fellow students. 
 
Embodiment 
Although feeling nervous on her first day the separation from those whom she knew 
from her previous course brought back feelings of isolation which she associated with 
͞ďeiŶg the Ŷeǁ giƌl – fiƌst daǇ at sĐhool͟ ;TBϭϳϰͿ. TaŶǇa sooŶ ƌeĐoǀeƌed from this with 
her natural propensity to make friends easily. 
 
Mind boggling, it really was ... but purely because we had so much erm... so 
many handouts, they were like chapters of books that we'd got to read or 
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was worth us reading and for the first week it was literally ... my bag 
weighed a ton when I went out of here ... (TB55) 
 
Tanya found the first week of classes to be overwhelming. She recalls the amount of 
work she was given and she could feel a difference in the weight of her bag compared 
to when she entered.  
 
Erm ... (laughs) very moody, I know I take it out on my husband and the son 
and the dog (laughs). I don't mean like I've been going around hitting them 
or anything, but it's just like snappy and ... because I've even woke up in 
the night worrying about whether I've got the right stuff in the course 
content and ... but I think everybody's been the same. (TB139) 
 
For Tanya, the course has impacted on her emotions. The amount of work and the 
impact it had on her time over the first few weeks was altering her behaviour at home. 
She is conscious of how she has become short-tempered with her family and yet she 
does not believe that normally she allows herself to feel stress (TB121). Usually her 
philosophǇ is to tƌǇ heƌ ͞ďest͟ aŶd Ŷot to get ǁoƌked up aďout thiŶgs ;TBϭϭϵͿ. 
However, her behaviour has changed and she was not aware of this until her husband 
brought it to her attention (TB76). Tanya has even been waking during the night and 
this is related to being uncertain about what is expected of her with her assessed 
work. Receiving a poor grade brings severe negative emotions - ͞I got a D+. I felt 
aďsolutelǇ deǀastated aŶd I ƌeallǇ ĐouldŶ͛t eǆplaiŶ ... I felt like ĐƌǇiŶg. That͛s hoǁ ďad I 
felt͟ (TB209). The experience was so upsetting that she could not express how she felt 
and this made a lasting impression on her, but not enough to contemplate 
withdrawing. 
 
Temporality 
 
...  I mean, I have to be in work for half eight because we have staff 
meetings at twenty to nine before the children come in ... now you'd think 
there would be time to fit some college work in really because I got up at 
quarter to seven, I went downstairs and made cups of tea, I made 
sandwiches, I made breakfast, then by the time I got upstairs, got changed, 
put some makeup on and stuff ready for school it was eight o'clock, so I 
just got time to make my breakfast and then I've got to go. So that's a 
whole morning just gone. (TB81) 
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For Tanya, finding time to fit study in can be lost very quickly. Getting up early she feels 
should give her a little time at least to do some study, but her family role takes that 
away from her. Time is precious to her and something she has so little of (TB73). 
 
Reflecting on her first few weeks Tanya felt that the time went very quickly especially 
with so many other commitments -͞It ǁas at the eŶd of the semester that I even got 
ŵǇ ďƌeath ƌeallǇ͟ ;TBϭϯϳͿ. At ǁoƌk heƌ tiŵe is takeŶ up ǁith staff ŵeetiŶgs, Đlasses 
and at present the school Christmas play (the only thing she ever feels stressed about). 
Outside work her time is taken visiting her mother-in-laǁ ǁho has Alzheiŵeƌ͛s disease 
(TB73). Therefore, time for Tanya is one filled with other commitments. 
 
I'd wish I'd have done more when I was younger, I wish I'd ... If I'd ... It is 
true that they say if they could put an old head on young shoulders and 
know what you know now I'd have tried a lot harder at school, but because 
it's a breeze at school isn't it? It's like oh well, if I don't do it, I don't pass 
and that's it, but I still got nine CSE's. (TB29) 
 
As Tanya progresses on the course she reflects on her schooling and that she did not 
take the opportunities that were open to her at the time. Tanya feels she did not try 
hard enough when she was younger. There is a sense of regret that it is only now that 
she realises the potential she once had and this has heightened the value of learning. 
Her reflections of school make her appreciate the opportunity she is getting now, but 
she is also thoughtful of the age she will be when she does eventually qualify to be a 
teacher (TB97). 
 
Spatiality 
 
I love the atmosphere of it, I like the ... erm, being out of work for the day, 
for the afternoon and I wish it was the day ͚cos if I had the day I could 
come in and I'd go in the library but, erm, I just like the kind of easy-going 
atmosphere, nobody really pressures you ... I just like the kind of easy 
going way. You can get into trouble, but you can't get into trouble in a bad 
way, you can only get into trouble for not handing things in. (TB85) 
 
Tanya likes coming to university. She identifies the atmosphere that she is drawn to as 
well as the fact that she likes being away from work. Previously, her pre-course was 
delivered at her school which was convenient, but she likes the detachment the course 
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now offers. She especially likes the library and would go there more often if given the 
time. She finds the staff there especially helpful (TB35). Originally, she found the 
university to be large and this raised questions within her as to whether she would 
actually find the places she needed to go to at the beginning (TB47). For Tanya, there is 
a freedom associated with being a student and the responsibility she feels is essentially 
one she has toward herself. 
 
I mean I sat down, I was sat at the kitchen table last Thursday writing my 
essay because I always write everything in rough first, I never just try to 
type it up and I was writing it in rough first and then it was like, T, do you 
know where this is? ... and you know when you're sitting there you think I 
just wish you'd shut up, but you can't say it because then you get moaned 
at, ďut that's hoǁ I felt, it's like ͞Oh foƌ God's sake, just shut up and leave 
ŵe aloŶe͟. EǀeƌǇ fiǀe minutes it was something. (TB194) 
 
At home Tanya finds that working downstairs means that she does not get the peace 
she needs. If she sits with her laptop at the kitchen table her family will interrupt her 
as they are used to asking her questions. Tanya does end up working downstairs, but 
at weekends it gets easier as her husband is out at work. On occasions she chooses her 
bedroom to study where it can sometimes be the only place she can find that is quiet 
(TB196). 
 
Project 
 
If I say I'm stupid, I don't mean it in the head. I think sometimes I don't 
have enough confidence in my ability. I think I can do it, but I question 
myself whether I can do it. I'ŵ Ŷot at the stage ǁheƌe I feel ͚oh Ǉeah, I 
know exactly what to ... go away and do it Ŷoǁ͛. I doŶ't feel like that. 
(TB178) 
 
Confidence is something Tanya is still searching for in her learning. She questions 
herself whether she is capable but sees herself at a stage in the future where she will 
have belief in her own ability. She does not believe she is stupid but that things do not 
come that easy for her. For this she needs clear guidance to aid her understanding. 
 
Confidence wise yeah ... because once I got erm ... I think on my first 
assignment I got a C or a C+ and that made it like, that wasn't good enough, 
I want to do better than that and when like I got the first one back from 
this course that was a C and I thought I can do better than that, I know I 
207 
 
can do better than that, but it's just knowing what to put in your reports, 
that's the bit I'd ... and the referencing foxes me a bit and I've wrote down 
everything that I could think of that I need to write in a reference. (TB23) 
 
Tanya is frustrated because she feels she needs guidance as to what to include in her 
work and she struggles with referencing. For Tanya, building confidence is centred on 
her grades and each time she receives a grade back it creates a drive to do better. 
Being a student is different to her past experience of education because of the 
autonomy she has as an adult. She is determined to succeed with her current project 
and this is derived from an underlying belief that she is not a failure (TB144). The cap 
and gown will be testimony to that (TB144). 
 
Discourse 
TaŶǇa͛s disĐouƌse thƌoughout the iŶteƌǀieǁ is ǀeƌǇ ŵuĐh ďased oŶ heƌ aĐadeŵiĐ aďilitǇ 
and time. She speaks little of her role at work or at home and focuses more on her 
capability to succeed on the course. There is a determination and enjoyment about 
being a student although there is awareness that academia does not come easy to her. 
For Tanya, being a student means there is a risk of being exposed as regards her 
knowledge and understanding in relation to her academic ability. On three occasions 
she ŵakes ƌefeƌeŶĐe to the ǁoƌd ͚idiot͛ iŶ ƌelatioŶ to heƌself aŶd heƌ aďilitǇ. 
 
I Đould do ;ǁithͿ a ďook iŶ idiots͛ speak ƌeallǇ. ;TBϮϲͿ 
An idiot-proof book would do it for me. (TB101) 
Nobody treats you like an idiot. (TB180) 
 
Tanya shows through her dialogue that deep down she believes she is capable and that 
her concerns stem from not having enough time. She uses terms connected to her 
emotions, but can quickly move on from disappointments. There are many references 
to the support she receives, not so much from her family but from her head teacher at 
work and from fellow students. 
 
Summary 
For Tanya, there is an appreciation of learning, but this is coupled with regret that she 
did not take it seriously when she was younger. The support she gets, especially from 
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fellow students, is important to her and enhances her enjoyment of being a student. 
She is determined to complete the course and take the opportunities that have come 
her way. The only doubts she had of doing the course were on her first day when she 
questioned her own intentions as to what she wanted to do. She quickly got over this 
as she moves on from her negative emotions promptly. Tanya does not feel she suffers 
from stress, but there have been times when she has woken in the night worrying 
aďout aŶ assigŶŵeŶt aŶd ďeiŶg ͚sŶappǇ͛ ǁith the faŵilǇ, iŶĐludiŶg the dog. Heƌ ŵaiŶ 
concerns are getting things clear in her own mind of what she has to do and then 
finding the time. Overall, there is an enjoyment about being a student and the 
challenges this brings. 
 
 
 
